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29th January 2012
Howard Baxter
Development Services

Howden House

1 Union Street,

Sheffield

S1 2SH

Dear Mr Baxter
We write in objection to the current development proposal which has been lodged with the council as 11/03972/FUL.

As a group with over 60 members and growing support from the local communities around the hill and supporters across the City, we are committed to protecting Wincobank Hill not only from the damage done by off road traffic and litter dumping but from the far greater threat of the creeping housing development on this unique heritage site. For some the hill is a part of their personal history, for others it is a subject of academic interest, an education resource or simply a precious amenity for exercise and relaxation. Whatever our interest, we are unanimous in our objection to this planning application.
We feel very strongly that the proposed development is inappropriate and shows little understanding of how this historic landscape is used by various groups including the local community, students and visitors, including a growing number of tourists.

The vast majority of archaeological evaluations over the last ten years have highlighted how the significant monument known as the Roman Ridge runs over this land. Indeed either side of this land the monument is clearly recognisable and has been given national protection by English Heritage awarding it scheduled status. Recent archaeological excavations have served to confuse this important issue by stating that there is no archaeological trace of the monument on this site. We wish to clarify the implications of these recent interventions and to state clearly where we contend that the value of this site resides. 

It is unsurprising that archaeological excavation has failed to detect evidence below ground of the Roman Ridge. The area has been subject to significant earthworks for over a century including the building of a reservoir for nearby steelworks. It is likely that such activities have destroyed much of the ancient monument. Nonetheless, the parcel of land targeted for this current development not only includes the line once taken by this nationally important monument but it also provides the context for the two neighbouring sections which have already been protected through scheduling. As such the value of this land MUST be understood in terms of its “setting” and its ability to offer continuity between two existing protected monuments. The integrity and inter-visibility of the monument is paramount, especially in light of its already fragmented state. As such we object to the planned development more on account of its impact on the ‘setting’ of the Roman Ridge and the Hill fort. The development will compromise the continuity of the existing monuments as opposed direct impact on tangible archaeological remains on site. Setting should not be considered a trivial matter. The critical value of setting is recognised by English Heritage and Government Planning Policy statements, both have issued substantial guidance on the value of setting (see The Setting of Heritage Assets EH 2011 and Government Planning Policy Statement 5 PPS5.).

We wish to draw attention to key issues in these documents which we feel are particularly relevant to our understanding of our own local environment.

a) PPS5  defines the setting of a heritage asset as ‘the surroundings in which [the asset] is experienced. Its extent is not fixed and may change as the asset and its surroundings evolve.
b) TSoH 2011 states that setting embraces all of the surroundings (land, sea, structures, features and skyline) from which the heritage asset can be experienced or that can be experienced from or with the asset. Setting does not have a fixed boundary and cannot be definitively and permanently described as a spatially bounded area or as lying within a set distance of a heritage asset.
From these perspectives we have no doubt that the proposed development will impact significantly on historic assets that have been recognised nationally through the scheduling process. The impact assessment is based on the experience and understanding of individuals and communities who engage with these heritage assets on a routine basis. We therefore wish to assert that the value we attach to this environment must be fairly assessed in the planning decision. 

We would also like to draw attention to the “Council of Europe Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society” otherwise known as the Faro convention. Faro clearly states that parties to this convention 

“recognise that rights relating to cultural heritage are inherent in the right to participate in cultural life, as defined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights”

“are convinced of the need to involve everyone in society in the ongoing process of defining and managing cultural heritage”

“emphasise that the conservation of cultural heritage and its sustainable use have human development and quality of life as their goal”

Whilst the UK is yet to ratify this convention we wish to highlight these principles as guiding best practice and are gratified to understand that the values we attach to our environment should be considered in the process of defining and managing cultural heritage. Further, the convention clearly states that our ability to connect with our heritage affects our ability to participate in cultural life and is therefore an inherent Human Right. There are strong feelings about the value of this land in Wincobank and its long and, at times, turbulent history. Communities and individuals have connected strongly with this local history and value it as something which defines the area whilst continuing to forge the character of many of its residents. 

Whilst existing traces might be slight or non-existent the important issue now is to preserve the site of the former monument to the best of our abilities and this means understanding the context and associated landscape of this ancient feature. The Friends of Wincobank Hill are not the first to appreciate the importance of this environment. Writing over 100 years ago Chalkley Gould acknowledged the importance of the hill AND its environs when he said

‘those who control the destinies of this city’ should ‘use their utmost efforts to secure the preservation of the hill and camp; not only of the camp, but of all the slopes leading to it, so that the grim evidences of modern civilisation may approach no nearer, and that the bits of woodland, remaining here and there, may be preserved’ 

(Gould 1904)

That some may doubt the significance of the so-called Roman Ridge is lamentable but this only adds weight to the argument that this resource should be better exploited and explained. Clearly, it should be conserved in a meaningful manner to further its understanding and appreciation and complement the rich heritage resources which characterise this area. The monument is poorly understood yet was almost certainly built in later prehistory prior to Romanisation. It stretches for some 27km making it amongst the most significant in the whole of the British Isles. What is more it seems to have been used as a territorial boundary both recently and in the historic and distant past. Whilst it may have formed part of the boundary between some of the earliest communities to inhabit this area it almost certainly acted as territorial boundary to the ancient kingdoms of Mercia and Northumbria whilst most recently it has been used as a County and Parliamentary Borough boundary between Sheffield and Wortley. In summary this monument has acted as both a physical and political boundary to the areas communities for over two thousand years. This is an intimidating period of time but highlights why this monument should, after decades of neglect, be valued and protected in a manner that maintains both its integrity and continuity. We question a development that wishes to so insensitively fragment the coherence of this valuable feature alongside which many communities have lived for so long.

The current setting of the Roman Ridge and associated Hill Fort may not fulfil everybody’s sense of what a heritage experience should entail. However, the Wincobank heritage landscape is unique in Britain in being a late Bronze Age or early/mid Iron Age site located within a modern conurbation. We see this as a strength although it means there are difficult challenges for interpretation, presentation, and dissemination. The Friends of Wincobank Hill in partnership with Sheffield Rangers, SCC Parks and Woodlands and The University of Sheffield are working hard to develop this heritage resource. In the last four years we have come a long way with significant improvements already visible. Increasing numbers use the area as well as schools and tourists now accessing and enjoying the wider area frequently. This coupled with interest shown by national television has fermented a sense of excitement and growing respect amongst the local community and indeed across Sheffield. We have a long way to go with this and we have great plans but from our perspective the proposed development is a step in completely the wrong direction. We need to be opening up and better structuring access to this wide landscape to allow the enjoyment of this area not, as this development would, further strangling the hill and obstructing the enjoyment of archaeological remains no matter how intangible they be.

So much of Sheffield’s archaeology and history has suffered from neglect over a long period of time, which is why it has a low public profile and not because it inherently lacks value. As we have tried to illustrate, the story of Wincobank Hill and its environs is nationally important and is already recognised by English Heritage through the protected status of the sections of the ridge that abut this land. We only wish to ensure the continued improvement of this area for both Sheffielders and those who come to share in this ancient legacy.

The Friends of Wincobank Hill consider the City has a rare monument within the City Boundary. The British Hill Fort and its immediate environment of open space is unique in Britain. Within Sheffield it can only be compared in historic value to the Grade 1 Listed Building of the Town Hall, and the soon to emerge Castle ruins. The City has much of historic worth but these three are unique. 
The fort is, however, not just the immediate area, it is its setting and its views into the monument and out from it. Views into the monument from a distance and fairly near see it as the green crown to a hill which on all sides has no particular hard edge because the development of the last 60 years has breaks within it. One of those breaks is provided by this site. The decision in first the Unitary Development Plan and now the emerging Sheffield Development Framework, is preserving this asset.

Historically development on the Hill has destroyed much of its character. This has been by tipping, quarrying and mining as well as by housing development. A new approach should now be taken considering what has been lost in terms of an historic landscape and setting to the fort. Historians have recorded another Saxon fort dating from 914AD located on the Hill. This has been totally lost due to development. It is essential that the surviving features of the Roman Ridge do not go the same way, whether this is the parts which are currently scheduled or the spaces which link them which the monument once occupied or are currently untraceable.

The Friends group consider the Council should adhere to their current planning policy documents allocating the site of this application as open space. The supporting documents appear to point out how housing development on the site could meet so many other Council policies. In some instances this may be the case. The design of the dwellings and layout are not an issue for us. The provision of landscaped areas on the site may seem acceptable, were the site flat and those areas usable and likely to be properly maintained for the long term.

The applicants’ case for setting aside the allocation of open space is not proven in any way. A similar argument was put forward by them at the last planning appeal. The Inspector did consider that it could have some weight if there were no other housing land available in the area. Over the last seven years since that decision, two major development schemes Amaranthus and Holywell Heights plus other minor ones have more than satisfied housing demand at all levels of the local market. Were such a consideration truly applicable at the moment, the land available at two sites on Newman Road, in addition to land in Parson Cross where houses have been demolished, and the potential of sites identified in the Sheffield Housing Land Allocation Assessment would meet that demand plus the inevitable windfall sites which never fail to appear from time to time. This also has to be assessed with the current stagnant housing market, the numbers of houses for sale in the area and whatever proportion Wincobank has of the numbers of empty houses in the City, currently not available for occupation for whatever reason. We conclude there is much land available for building in the area and many houses available for occupation. The applicant’s problem is he doesn’t own any of the land but this site and the prices he proposes to charge are considerably higher than the current price of a nearby dwelling. We consider it is up to the applicant to prove a case here.

The applicant has submitted a detailed assessment of the stability of the site. It does appear to have been built up by tipping and this may account for the difficulties in finding the Roman Ridge. We are concerned by some of the conclusions of the report and what appears to be some of the technical problems around re-forming the land. The Council Building Standards Officers should be asked to consider the report and advise on the consequences of granting permission for the development if the work were carried out. We are concerned about some of the advice given and the problems which may arise if the site became wet and note that all surface water is diverted to sewers and not soakaways which are now common on most new developments. Some people in the area have had experience of land washing away.

We also take issue with the representation of the outcome from the consultation process as described in the Statement of Community Involvement.  The meetings in January were attended by members of our group as well as Councillor Peter Rippon and many residents who expressed concern at the proposed development.  

Paragraph 3.3 of the aforementioned document states 
“In responses where the principal of developing the site was supported the majority of respondents considered that residential development or senior living accommodation was the most appropriate use of the site.”  
This does not tell the whole story as only 12 out of the 58 respondents of questionnaires attached to this statement consider that residential development is a suitable use of this land, this being offered as an alternative to office or industrial development. A further 8 residents considered that the land was only suitable for accommodation for senior citizens.   32 respondents clearly state a preference that the land should be left as open space.
Paragraph 3.5 references objections on the grounds of “visual amenity” but there is also mention of dog-walking, children’s play, a wildlife sanctuary and what people perceive as greenbelt protected land.  Much has been made in the local media of the generous one third of the site which is to be left as a natural green space.  However, in the Design and Access Statement this is described as “a steeply sloping area of land between Sandstone Road and Jenkin Avenue not suitable as an area of useable public open space”.  This will provide only a visual amenity and the proposed financial contribution towards play space elsewhere does not replace the recreational amenity in the immediate area.  Other concerns documented in the questionnaires include landslip and the previously witnessed overflowing of the reservoir onto the land below. 

Paragraph 3.6 describes “the overriding quality of the site as poor with extensive Japanese Knotweed present and no recreational value due to the private ownership of the site and the overgrown nature of the land.” Despite the assertion in the Planning Statement (6.10) “there is no right of access or public rights of way across the site for the general public. The site does not therefore provide a useable, safe and accessible amenity space”. There is no evidence that this land has ever been fenced off and there are no notices denoting private ownership.  The land continues to be used by the public despite its degradation through neglect and dumping.  The ecology may have suffered but this does not devalue the importance of this amenity to the community, the majority of whom would like it restored as open green space with recreation potential.

Paragraph 3.8 states that “the Friends of Wincobank Hill were invited to inspect the excavation of trial trenches as it progressed”.  In fact, we only received notification by SYAS in response to our enquiries after the event.  We were alerted to the excavations by anxious residents who did not know what was happening and by one of our members who as walking nearby.  It is an inaccuracy to suggest that we were consulted.
Paragraph 3.21 concludes that “the proposed development will provide improved footpath links to the open space west of the site” and in doing so concedes that there is an existing footpath, which despite the best efforts of the owner to discourage access by creating hazardous ridges and deep water filled ditches at either end, is regularly used as evidenced by the obvious desire lines which follow the historic line of the Roman Ridge, a path that has been walked for over a thousand years. 
We contend that this historic site, designated as Open Space in the Unitary Development Plan is of great importance not only to the local community as a valued amenity but, as the setting for the Roman Ridge and part of the context of the Iron Age Hill Fort, it is of great cultural and educational value to the city and to the nation.  It is vital that its protection is sustained.
We hope that the planning board appreciates our perspective and will make the best decision for Wincobank Hill and the many communities that cherish it.

Yours sincerely, 

David Green, Chairman, Friends of Wincobank Hill

David Anson B.Sc.(Hons). Dip.T.P., Environment Consultant
Dr Roger Doonan, PhD MSc BSc, Senior Lecturer in Archaeology, University of Sheffield

82 Primrose Road, Wincobank S5 6FS
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