
How can the possibility of harm to a heritage asset be assessed? 

What matters in assessing whether a proposal might cause harm is the impact on the 
significance of the heritage asset. As the National Planning Policy Framework makes clear, 
significance derives not only from a heritage asset’s physical presence, but also from its 
setting. 

Proposed development affecting a heritage asset may have no impact on its significance or 
may enhance its significance and therefore cause no harm to the heritage asset. Where 
potential harm to designated heritage assets is identified, it needs to be categorised as either 
less than substantial harm or substantial harm (which includes total loss) in order to identify 
which policies in the National Planning Policy Framework (paragraphs 194-196) apply. 

Within each category of harm (which category applies should be explicitly identified), the 
extent of the harm may vary and should be clearly articulated. 

Whether a proposal causes substantial harm will be a judgment for the decision-maker, 
having regard to the circumstances of the case and the policy in the National Planning Policy 
Framework. In general terms, substantial harm is a high test, so it may not arise in many 
cases. For example, in determining whether works to a listed building constitute substantial 
harm, an important consideration would be whether the adverse impact seriously affects a key 
element of its special architectural or historic interest. It is the degree of harm to the asset’s 
significance rather than the scale of the development that is to be assessed. The harm may 
arise from works to the asset or from development within its setting. 

While the impact of total destruction is obvious, partial destruction is likely to have a 
considerable impact but, depending on the circumstances, it may still be less than substantial 
harm or conceivably not harmful at all, for example, when removing later additions to 
historic buildings where those additions are inappropriate and harm the buildings’ 
significance. Similarly, works that are moderate or minor in scale are likely to cause less than 
substantial harm or no harm at all. However, even minor works have the potential to cause 
substantial harm, depending on the nature of their impact on the asset and its setting. 

The National Planning Policy Framework confirms that when considering the impact of a 
proposed development on the significance of a designated heritage asset, great weight should 
be given to the asset’s conservation (and the more important the asset, the greater the weight 
should be). It also makes clear that any harm to a designated heritage asset requires clear and 
convincing justification and sets out certain assets in respect of which harm should be 
exceptional/wholly exceptional (see National Planning Policy Framework, paragraph 194). 
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