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To Whom It May Concern, 

Representations to the Government’s consultation on proposed changes to the National Planning 
Policy Framework (‘NPPF’) – Response to Question 12 ‘Do you agree with the changes proposed in 
Chapter 16?’  

These representations respond to the NPPF consultation launched on 30 January 2021.  They respond to 
proposed changes to Chapter 16 of the NPPF (Conserving and enhancing the historic environment) and 
specifically the insertion of paragraph 197. 

The proposed new paragraph 197 reflects a change made to national planning policy by Written 
Ministerial Statement dated 18 January 2021.  The previous day, 17 January 2021, the Secretary of State 
for Housing, Communities and Local Government published a press release setting out proposed new 
legal protections for England’s heritage.  Among other measures, the law will make clear that historic 
monuments should be retained and explained, and the Secretary of State will be able to call in any 
planning application for the removal of monuments to ensure the law is followed. 

Paragraph 197 was subsequently inserted into the draft NPPF published on 30 January: 

“In considering any applications to remove or alter a historic statue, plaque or memorial (whether listed 
or not), local planning authorities should have regard to the importance of retaining these heritage assets 
and, where appropriate, of explaining their historic and social context rather than removal.” 

The government’s action in inserting the policy of ‘retain and explain’ into the NPPF is clearly made in 
response to the Black Lives Matter protests in summer 2020, and specifically the toppling of the statue of 
slave trader Edward Colston, whose name is found on landmarks and street names across the city of 
Bristol, and concerns over the vulnerability of other statues.  

We disagree with the inclusion of paragraph 197 for the following reasons. 
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Paragraph 197 ambiguity 

The proposed paragraph is not clear and does not provide a clear test for assessing the importance of 
retaining statues.  It states that authorities “should have regard to the importance” of their retention and, 
“where appropriate, of explaining their historical and social context”.  No guidance is provided on what 
the terms “have regard to” and “where appropriate” actually mean in the context of statue removal.  

The intent of the policy is clear in that it seeks to afford an additional layer of national policy protection to 
statues and monuments.  However, the ambiguity of the policy wording could lead to inappropriate 
weight (both for and against) being afforded to proposals for removal, at both the local and national level 
(should the Secretary of state call in an application).  This could lead to the courts having to make rulings 
on how the policy should be applied.  

Notwithstanding our objection to the “retain and explain” policy and the insertion of paragraph 197, the 
paragraph should at the very least be clarified through the amendment of ambiguous text and further 
guidance for its application in practice provided in National Planning Policy Guidance.  

Overlap with existing protections and need for paragraph 197 

The planning system provides an existing mechanism through which proposals to amend or remove 
monuments, including consideration of whether the monument is harmful, can be duly considered.  A 
significant number of monuments receive a high level of protection already through heritage listing 
(either in their own right or as curtilage structures associated with listed buildings).  A search for 
‘monument’ in the Heritage List for England yields 37,818 results, and ‘statue’ yields 4,074 list entries.  
All of these structures are afforded statutory protection and listed building consent is required for their 
alteration or removal.  For example, an application to append an interpretive plaque to the Colston statue 
was approved in 2018 through the listed building consent process (see Bristol City Council application 
ref. 18/03688/LA).  

The fact that the Colston statue was illegally tossed into Bristol Harbour in the summer of 2020, 
demonstrates that it was already afforded a strong level of protection, despite its deep unpopularity and 
the overwhelming local support for its removal.  The rare instances of extrajudicial action such as was 
seen in summer 2020 are a separate matter for criminal law and do not need to be duplicated in the 
planning system. 

In addition to heritage listing, protection is also provided by the existing requirements on heritage assets 
set out in the NPPF.  For example, paragraph 190 states that decision makers should:  

“identify and assess the particular significance of any heritage asset that may be affected by a proposal 
(including by development affecting the setting of a heritage asset) taking account of the available 
evidence and any necessary expertise. They should take this into account when considering the impact of 
a proposal on a heritage asset, to avoid or minimise any conflict between the heritage asset’s 
conservation and any aspect of the proposal.” 
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There is a clear overlap and duplication of already existing policy in proposed paragraph 197, which 
supports the submission that the proposed paragraph 197 is unnecessary.  Authorities already have regard 
to the significance of each heritage asset on a case-by-case basis, as per the requirements of paragraph 
190.  

If approved, the draft paragraph 197 will embed a significant presumption against the removal of 
monuments from the public realm at the national level that could perversely contradict existing national 
policy, in that proposals for removal of statues, fully assessed and accepted as per the requirements of 
paragraph 190 (including expert opinion), could still be refused under the ambiguous requirements of 
paragraph 197.  Again, this could lead to the courts having to rule upon which section of the same 
document to give more weight to.  

Broader implications of “retain and explain” 

Monuments are described in the Oxford English Dictionary as a “statue, building, or other structure 
erected to commemorate a notable person or event.”  A commemoration is described as “an action, or a 
ceremony, etc. that makes people remember and show respect for an important person or event in the 
past”.  Historic monuments are often located in prominent and central public spaces.  These spaces may 
be well-known landmarks where members of the public congregate and socialise.  

The “retain and explain” policy oversimplifies a morally complex issue.  If adopted, this policy would 
not facilitate consideration of the reasons why a community may want to remove a monument from the 
public realm.   

The policy of “retain and explain” ignores the potential harm that the commemorative function of 
monuments, and their presence in public space, can cause.  In the case of monuments of individuals 
associated with the trans-Atlantic slave trade, this harm particularly impacts black residents by sending a 
message that places and institutions commemorate their links to slavery well into the 21st Century.  This 
helps to explain why there is such a groundswell of support, as seen in Bristol, for the physical removal of 
some monuments from public space.  The “retain and explain” policy wrongly assumes that 
interpretation is sufficient to ameliorate this harm.   

Removal does not equate to the destruction of monuments.  Monuments removed from public spaces may 
be relocated to museums or other contexts, and thus are ‘retained’, albeit in different locations.  Memento 
Park in Budapest and Grūtas Park in Lithuania provide examples of such an approach.  

There are also numerous examples of removal of Confederate monuments in the United States, as seen in 
the city of Richmond, Virginia and New Orleans, Louisiana in recent years.  Although controversial, 
these removals have progressed through legal and democratic means.  Explaining the motivation behind 
the removal of four Confederate monuments in New Orleans in 2017, the city’s mayor, Mitch Landrieu, 
said that the monuments: 
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“celebrate a fictional, sanitized Confederacy, ignoring the death, ignoring the enslavement, ignoring the 
terror that it actually stood for. And after the Civil War, these monuments were part of the terrorism as 
much as burning a cross on someone’s lawn.”1 

This statement demonstrates the power that monuments can have in obscuring the truth about historical 
events and in doing so, further perpetuating harm.  

Furthermore, removal does not constitute erasure of history.  As Maya Jasanoff wrote in a recent New 
Yorker article: 

““Erasing history” is a charge invariably lobbed at those who want to remove the statues of contentious 
figures. But taking down a statue isn’t erasing history; it’s revising cultural priorities. Those who pulled 
down the Colston statue were, in a way, making history by insisting that public space reflect the values of 
postcolonial Britain, just as citizens of former colonies have renamed, removed, and reframed imperial 
symbols.”2 

Removal is, therefore, a legitimate option that should be available to communities seeking to create a 
more inclusive public realm.   

A similar approach should be available to communities proposing to rename streets or buildings.  Such 
changes can have positive economic impacts as well as social ones.  For example, the high-profile Bristol 
band Massive Attack, among others, had for many years refused to play at the city’s formerly named 
Colston Hall (now the Bristol Beacon) in protest at its namesake’s association with the slave trade.  Many 
black residents also refused to attend performances at the venue.  The name change has prompted other 
more substantive operational changes at the venue including a commitment to create a more diverse 
music programme.  

Contravention of the government’s localism agenda 

A planning authority’s role is to consider the merits of a proposal and make a decision (with some ability 
to influence a proposal) that benefits the wider community.  The proposed changes could lead to a 
situation where a planning officer’s carefully considered decision to approve removal of a monument, or a 
committee decision to approve removal, may still be overturned by the Secretary of State citing the 
government’s “retain and explain” policy in the event of an objection by Historic England.  Monuments 
are anchored in place and their impact, where harmful, is felt locally.  Communities or their 
representatives should be able to make decisions about removal without intervention from central 
government. 

 

1 https://edition.cnn.com/2017/05/19/us/new-orleans-confederate-monuments/index.html  
2 https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/11/02/misremembering-the-british-empire  

https://edition.cnn.com/2017/05/19/us/new-orleans-confederate-monuments/index.html
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/11/02/misremembering-the-british-empire
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As stated in the Secretary of State’s letter calling in the West Cumbria Coal Mine on 11 March, “[t]he 
Government places a strong emphasis on localism and decentralisation, and the general approach of the 
Secretary of State is, therefore, not to interfere with the decision-making process of democratically 
elected local councils on planning matters”.  The Government’s proposed changes undermine this stated 
commitment to local decision making, which is also enshrined in the Localism Act 2011. 

Furthermore, enhanced protections for monuments is an issue for public debate.  Proposed amendments to 
the NPPF are made without Parliamentary debate and without any political mandate, as no political party 
campaigned or expressed any policy position on the memorialisation of questionable historic figures prior 
to the last election.  Where monuments are deemed to be harmful by local communities, their removal 
should be allowed through democratic processes, and ‘retain and explain’ should not be the only option 
available.   

Conclusion 

For the reasons set out above, we request that the government rethink the “retain and explain” policy 
with regard to monuments.  We strongly object to proposed paragraph 197 and further request that the 
paragraph is deleted from the draft NPPF.  Notwithstanding this, the paragraph should at the very least be 
clarified through the amendment of ambiguous text and further guidance for its application in practice 
provided in National Planning Policy Guidance. 

Yours faithfully, 

Ruth Jackson BA MRUP MRTPI 
Director 

Tess Cook BSc Dip TP MRTPI 
Associate Director 

Tillie Baker BFA (Hons) MRP MRTPI 
Senior Planner 
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Shaun Gaffey MTCP MRTPI 
Senior Planner 

Callum Francis BA (Hons) 
Graduate Planner 

Callum Valentine MPlan 
Graduate Planner 


