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Old Stones In A New Setting 

Breathing New Life Into Scotland’s Built Heritage 

Synopsis 

Historic buildings and monuments generally have higher value 
than is implied by their immediate economic function. Hence 
governments feel the need to intervene to protect them. But this is 
prone to familiar public sector problems of resource allocation and 
decision making, and can lead to public frustration. In principle, 
correctives to this should include devolution of policy to the lowest 
practicable tier of government; outsourcing assets to independent 
operators; giving the public power over spending decisions; and 
automatic measures to control regulation. In Scotland, agencies 
such as Historic Scotland are generally open and well intentioned. 
But policy does seem to suffer from insufficient public 
accountability. Government should consider reforms to involve 
independent operators in running its historic sites; a system of tax 
reliefs to replace grants; time limits on, and local oversight of 
scheduling and listing regulations; and incentives to encourage 
public appreciation of our built heritage. 
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Old Stones In A New Setting 

Breathing New Life Into Scotland’s Built Heritage 
 
Foreword 
 
The Policy Institute has taken a keen interest in culture and the arts since 
its inception in 1999. Scotland is blessed with some outstanding musical 
and artistic institutions. We also host some exceptional pieces of fine art 
from every era. 
 
But of all our cultural goods, it is Scotland’s built heritage which 
contributes most to our place in the global imagination, and therefore our 
attraction to visitors and well-wishers generally. 
 
The murderous history of Scotland’s aristocracy, launching raids from their 
gloomily romantic strongholds, is perhaps the strongest image, 
encapsulated in books such as Kidnapped or films like Highlander or 
Braveheart. 
 
But for Scots themselves, the stunning neoclassical architecture of our 
cities, or industrial splendours such as the Forth Bridge have as much 
resonance as the castles and palaces. And who cannot be fascinated by 
those relics of a deeper past, the Neolithic, Iron Age and Dark Age 
monuments, with their intriguing symbols and celestial alignments? 
 
All this and more must be cherished. But it is vital to do so as efficiently as 
possible, drawing out our priorities so that heritage does not clash with the 
more immediate and pressing concerns of material wellbeing. 
 
It is over thirty five years ago that I began applying economic principles to 
the cultural field and became involved in arts policies. I am credited with 
writing the first article in professional economics on the economics of 
heritage (1978) and chose the subject “The Future of the Past: The Political 
Economy of Heritage” when asked to give the British Academy Keynes 
Lecture in 1994. Despite many competing professional interests I am 
continually lured back to this subject. Indeed, I am in the process of 
collaborating on a book on how the economic analysis of non-profit-making 
organisations can be applied to built heritage1. We hope it also serves the 
purpose of showing how a growing number of economists have come up 
with insights into how to value cultural goods, the claim of the public sector 
to look after them and how to align policy with public preferences.  
 
It is therefore a particular pleasure to introduce Tom Miers’ contribution to 
this subject. To my mind, the economic dilemmas of preserving built 

                                                           
1 The Future of the Past: An Economic Analysis (provisional title) by Alan Peacock and Ilde 
Rizzo, to be published by Oxford University Press. 
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heritage are often better expressed by those who are relatively new to the 
subject. 
 
That alone makes it very worth while, but we must be further in his debt 
because he has the particular skill of seeing the policy implications of 
economic analysis. As he demonstrates, there is still a big gap between 
economics and the practical world of the stewardship of cultural goods. This 
a shame because strong economic analysis can help the arts world hold its 
own in a competitive age where there are myriad material demands on our 
time and resources. And our citizens deserve that proper consideration be 
given to how best to deploy taxpayers’ funds and legislative powers in this 
respect. 
 
Tom has already had a hand in helping to prepare a mini-series on 
Scotland’s cultural assets to which this contribution is a substantial 
addition2. Well aware that at eighty four I should have long ago been put out 
to grass, I am delighted that he shares my belief that the economic problems 
of culture and the arts should be at the forefront of public discussion and 
that he has developed a freshness of approach that predecessors must both 
envy and admire. 
 
 

Professor Sir Alan Peacock 
 
 
Professor Sir Alan Peacock has taught at St. Andrew’s, York, and 
Edinburgh Universities and the London School of Economics. He was 
Chief Economic Adviser at the Department of Trade and Industry (1973-
76), Principal and then Vice Chancellor of Buckingham University 
(1980-84) and Executive Director of the David Hume Institute (1985-
91). A Fellow of both the British Academy and the Royal Society of 
Edinburgh, he was Chairman of the Scottish Arts Council (1986-92), and 
of the Home Office Committee on the Financing of the BBC (1985-6). 
 
He is currently Honorary Research Professor at the Edinburgh Business 
School and a Trustee of the Policy Institute. He has written thirty 
books and published over two hundred articles on the economics of 
public policy and of the arts. 

                                                           
2 In 2001 the Institute published Calling The Tune: A Critique of Arts Funding In Scotland, 
by Alan Peacock, with contributions by Grant Baird, Sir Gerald Elliot, Giles Havergal, 
Donald Macdonald, Alan Massie and Andrew Murray-Watson.  
In October 2005 it produced A Manifesto For The Arts by Alan Peacock and Professor 
William Baumol, partly in response to the Cultural Commission report of that time. Both 
are freely available from the Institute (see www.policyinstitute.info). 
 

 4

http://www.policyinstitute.info/


Old Stones In A New Setting 
 
Breathing New Life Into Scotland’s Built Heritage 

 
Introduction 
 
Scots tend to cherish their built heritage. The millions of visitors 
who spend their holiday dollars here certainly do. But we must 
also live and work and run our lives amidst these physical 
splendours of the past. How can we best conserve Scotland’s 
historic buildings and monuments without turning our landscape 
into a mausoleum or a romanticised Brig o Doon? 
  
Most accept the need for some government intervention to protect 
the fabric of history. But this can lead to frustrations when the 
dictates of bureaucracy impede the sensible development or use of 
old buildings. This can be on a large scale as with the current 
controversy over Castle Tioram (discussed below). Or at an 
individual level when a family cannot adapt the fabric of their 
house to their needs. 
 
When Monty Python and the Holy Grail was being filmed, director 
Terry Jones selected a Scottish castle in the care of the State 
as the set, only to be told that his plans were ‘inconsistent with the 
dignity of the fabric of the buildings’. They went to private Doune 
Castle instead, which still reaps the benefit from visitors today. 
  
Such expert puritanism can turn people away from keeping our 
past as a living monument. Government must therefore strive to 
ensure that its intervention is in tune with public preferences, and 
must constantly question the purpose and need for intervention.  
 
The purpose of this paper is to suggest ways that policy could be 
improved as it relates to Scotland’s historic buildings and 
monuments - our “built heritage”3. It does not claim to cover every 
detail of heritage policy as it is practiced in Scotland. Process 
reform of this kind is best left to expert practitioners in 
consultation with those affected. 
 

                                                           
3 The definition of which is difficult to be exact about, but involves specific, local historical 
attributes as well as aesthetic ones. So it does not include most natural landscapes (though 
it might a battlefield). Nor does it most works of art such as paintings or sculpture. But it 
can include buildings that house such collections, or artefacts placed inside buildings 
(sometimes museums) for preservation, such as Dark Age or Roman inscriptions. This 
leaves plenty of grey areas that would need an essay to eliminate. But it is enough for the 
purposes of this paper. 
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Instead it explains (briefly) the general economic problems involved 
in dealing with historic monuments, and suggests five principles to 
ensure that policy maximises value for money relative to citizens’ 
other priorities. It then looks at current policy in Scotland and 
suggests broadly how to apply these principles in a Scottish 
context. 
 
The Political Economy Of Heritage 
 
How much is Stirling Castle worth? Or the Edinburgh New Town? 
What price the Dupplin Cross? Priceless? 
 
Not quite. Even the most beautiful of Scotland’s historic 
monuments has a limit to its value. But the central feature of the 
political economy of heritage is that monuments usually have a 
value that is greater than their immediate economic function. 
This means that in most countries governments intervene to 
protect them, and this creates problems of political decision 
making and the allocation of money. 
 
Economists have only recently begun to examine the cultural 
sector4. The essential dilemma with built heritage is similar to that 
in many other sectors: The supply of desirable heritage to be 
preserved or maintained is potentially nearly without limit, but the 
resources available to secure it are not. 
 
In a normal market, this dilemma is solved automatically. People 
make voluntary choices and allocate their resources accordingly. 
They decide how much to spend on bread, holidays or cars, and 
industry responds by supplying them as efficiently as it can. 
 
However, most economists think that cultural artefacts are “merit 
goods”, which means that their value exceeds what can be charged 
for their use. They would therefore be undersupplied in a free 
market; investors, owners or operators would not be able to 
generate sufficient income from them to build, preserve or 
maintain them in the quantities required by society. 
 
The reason for this is that it is difficult to get people to pay for 
historic monuments even though they value them highly. They can 
often be admired from a distance, or even valued only in the 
imagination.  
 
Consider the examples at the beginning of the introduction. 
 

                                                           
4 For further reading on this subject, see, for example, Does the Past Have a Future, Institute 
of Economic Affairs 1998, or Economic Perspectives on Cultural Heritage, edited by Idle Rizzo 
and Michael Hutter, Macmillan 1997. 
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Stirling Castle has some value as a military museum5 and a venue 
for certain functions. Historic Scotland is also able to charge fees 
to visitors6, as well as profit from a shop and café which cater for 
them7. However, even in combination these three sources of value 
are surely dwarfed by the intangible value (see box below) of 
Stirling Castle as a monument to be admired by local residents, 
passers by and people who simply like to know that it’s there. 
 
So while the site of Stirling Castle might be more profitably 
deployed as, say, a shopping centre or as housing, this would 
destroy its intangible value. Hence, say many economists, the need 
for government intervention. 
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Externalities – the intangible value of assets and economic activity 

or economic activity often have an intangible value, negative or positive, which is 
 capture through an income or cost stream. This is called an ‘externality’ by 
ists. In such cases the market will undersupply positive externalities, such as 
l views, because it cannot extract value from them. Similarly it might oversupply 

e externalities, such as pollution, because it does not pay the full costs of them. 
ew Town, Edinburgh’s most elegant district, has enormous 
t value8 as upmarket housing, shops and leisure space. But 
his does not encompass the greater intangible value of the 
o tourists, visitors, neighbours or citizens of the world9 who 
ciate it from a distance. 

of this additional value is captured in nearby property values 
tourist spending. However, what if a property owner 
loped his house in a way that enhanced its income potential, 
 building a space-efficient modern office block? This would 
aneously take advantage of the intangible value of his 
n, while destroying some of it for his neighbours. Such 
alities, it is argued, justify government intervention, 
only in the form of regulation through planning rules. 

upplin Cross, a 2.5 metre tall carved 9th C Pictish cross, 
ts no income stream – it is free to visit in its current location 
Serf’s Church in Dunning. Its immediate economic value is 
ore negative (because of its maintenance costs) and used to 
n less when it obstructed farming in a field in Strathearn. 

                        
useum of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders is in the castle. 

tle was Scotland’s 5th most popular paid admission attraction, receiving 
icket prices range from ₤3.50 to ₤8.50. 
 had retail sales of ₤5.6m 2005/6 and 2.96m paying visitors to its sites. 

prices of ₤5m+ per acre value it at least in the low billions of pounds. 
rgh’s Old and New Towns were designated as a UNESCO World Heritage 
c.unesco.org/en/list ). 
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However, if it were sold on the international art market, it would 
certainly command a high price. Moreover, like a New Town 
building, it has further intangible value to visitors and those 
interested in Scotland’s Pictish past. This is a justification for 
government intervention to ensure it does not dissolve in the wind 
and rain, nor disappear into a private collection. 
 
Finding ways to value built heritage? 
 
Economists have tried to value the externalities caused by built 
heritage10. One method is to ask people how much money they 
would pay to ensure a monument’s survival if it were threatened11. 
Another is to calculate the transport costs paid by visitors. A third 
is to compare the value of buildings in heritage areas with those 
elsewhere. For example, one estimate valued Durham Cathedral at 
up to ₤25 million in 199512. 
 
Other economists have looked at ways of ‘internalising the 
externalities’, based on the theories of Ronald Coase13. If landlords, 
neighbours or local communities hold tradable property rights over 
the physical features of the local environment, the value of built or 
natural heritage could be made tangible14, and markets would then 
deal with it appropriately. 
 
How government intervenes 
 
However, for the time being government intervention to preserve 
our built heritage is seen as necessary and is widely practiced. It 
does this in a number of ways familiar to anyone observing 
government action in other areas: 
 
•  Government can own it (Stirling Castle, the Dupplin Cross); 
 
•  Government can regulate its use, either directly or by granting 

neighbours a say over its use (the Edinburgh New Town); 
 

•  Government can provide financial incentives to third parties to 
behave in certain ways, in the form of grants or tax exemptions; 

                                                           
10 For a more detailed account of the options, see Public Choice, Cost Benefit Analysis, and 
the Evaluation of Cultural Heritage, Bruno Frey and Felix Oberholzer-Gee, in Does the Past 
Have a Future, Institute of Economic Affairs 1998. 
11 This method is called the Contingent Valuation Method (CVM). 
12 See Stephen Creigh-Tyte in Economic Perspectives on Cultural Heritage Macmillan 1997. 
The estimate is based on a study by K Willis, N Beale, N Calder and D Freer Paying for 
Heritage: What Price for Durham Cathedral Countryside Change Unit Working Paper 1993. 
13 Professor Emeritus of Economics at the University of Chicago Law School, he received the 
Alfred Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences in 1991. 
14 The Edinburgh New Town was built to conformity by the landowners imposing certain 
covenants on house builders. For further ideas on how to apply this concept to reform the 
planning system, see for example Liberating the Land, by Mark Pennington, IEA 2002. 
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•  Government can provide information to persuade people to 
visit or preserve built heritage through education or marketing. 

 
Problems With Government Intervention In Heritage 
 
Government intervention throws up a number of potential 
problems, some familiar from other areas, others particular to the 
field of built heritage. 
 
1. Government cannot know how much resource should be 
allocated to built heritage conservation. It must second-guess 
citizens’ preferences in this regard. 
 
2. Citizens express their preference through the democratic 
mechanism of elections. But built heritage is usually low on the list 
of priorities for voters at election time. So voters can only send a 
very weak message on resource allocation and policy making on 
heritage, and that only every few years. Politicians similarly win 
few votes from implementing successful heritage strategies. 
 
3. Because of this, politicians tend to devolve power over historic 
monuments to civil servants who are often experts in this field. 
They can be wary of gainsaying these experts for fear of being 
branded philistine. 
 
4. Such experts can find it difficult to consider the opportunity 
cost of maintaining built heritage assets because of their sympathy 
for the subject15 and unwillingness to consider limits to its value. 
 
5. Bureaucrats have an incentive to maximise their budget and 
maintain their positions. Their livelihoods depend on it16, so they 
may be unwilling to search for more cost effective methods of doing 
their job. 
 
6. Because of limited taxpayer funded resources, the temptation is 
to conduct policy through regulation, effectively forcing the private 
sector to pay for heritage policy by imposing restrictions on owners 
and developers. 
 
7. Both public taste and expert opinion change continuously (in 
time and place) on the subject of the importance of different kinds 
of built heritage. For example, Victorian and even some modernist 
styles of architecture have recently become fashionable in Britain 
after a long period of being denigrated. A market system would 

                                                           
15 A factor named ‘Ruskin’s syndrome’ by Professor Sir Alan Peacock, after John Ruskin, the 
Victorian art critic, who opposed the application of economics to the arts. 
16 Analysis of how voters, bureaucrats and politicians behave according to incentives under 
different political (as opposed to market) arrangements is called Public Choice Theory. See, 
for example, the Calculus of Consent, 1962, Profs James Buchanan and Gordon Tullock.
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allow automatic adjustment to such change. Regulations, laws and 
even public policy are much harder to adapt, and rarely do so 
automatically. 
 
These problems lead potentially to a situation where the wrong 
overall level of resources is devoted to built heritage, and the 
money is spent on the wrong monuments. 
 
Principles To Govern Public Policy On Heritage 
 
This is not to say that in every country such problems are 
manifest. But to minimise their potential impact, policy makers 
could bear in mind a number of principles designed to ensure that 
government intervention follows informed popular choices. They 
should also test whether, in an increasingly wealthy society, such 
intervention (and therefore the problems outlined above) could be 
reduced and eventually even dispensed with: 
 
A. Decision making on heritage should be devolved to the lowest 
practicable tier of government, for two reasons. First, it will be 
more likely to reflect variations in public priorities across regions 
(partly addressing problem 7 above). Second, policy making will be 
more responsive to citizens choices, since the issue of heritage will 
be more politically important, and not ‘drowned out’ by big 
national questions (problems 1 to 3). 
 
B. There should be a multiplicity of different operators and 
managers of built heritage. This will encourage experimentation 
and competition to find the most cost effective ways of maintaining 
buildings and monuments and maximising their access to the 
public (problems 4 and 5). This would allow government to test 
continually the need for and level of taxpayer support for the 
maintenance of built heritage. 
 
C. Some Heritage spending should follow cunsumer choices so 
that public tastes are respected (problems 2, 3 and 7) and 
operators are incentivised to inform the public about the assets 
over which they have stewardship. This would encourage public 
interest in, and direct contribution to the maintenance of our built 
heritage. 
 
D. Government should pay towards the cost of regulations in the 
sector. This will provide an incentive to restrict regulation to the 
minimum necessary (problem 6). 
 
E. Regulations should come up for review automatically on a 
regular basis so that changing tastes and the cost of regulations 
are properly considered. This would allow government to test the 
need for continued regulation (problems 6 and 7). 
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Heritage Policy In Scotland 
 
Government in Scotland uses all the tools outlined above in its 
intervention in the built heritage sector – ownership, regulation, 
grant making and providing information. It primary agency for 
conducting policy in all these ways is Historic Scotland. 
 
Historic Scotland 
 
Created in 1991, Historic Scotland (HS) is attached to the Scottish 
Executive Education Department, and is accountable to Scottish 
Ministers17. It performs four main functions: 
 
•  The ‘Properties in Care Group’ looks after 345 buildings and 

monuments, of which 74 charge admission. 
 
•  The ‘Technical Conservation, Research and Education Group’ 

conducts research on conservation techniques and undertakes 
specialist conservation work on Historic Scotland monuments.  

 
•  The ‘Policy Group’ awards grants to independent owners of 

built heritage to help maintain them. 
 
•  The ‘Inspectorate’ regulates the use of built heritage by 

‘listing’18 or ‘scheduling’19 buildings and monuments and 
dealing with applications to develop them. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Buildings are listed by HS aft
also apply for a building to be 
for use. They are categorised
(some 3,800 buildings), B, bu
importance (15,000). The loca
building require ‘listed building
changes to category A or B bu
‘conservation area’ (designate
ministers to intervene in the pr
application is turned down on l
 
Monuments, archaeological 
scheduled by HS. These a
ecclesiastical use cannot be 
they deteriorate to a point w
buildings must apply for writte
monument. There is no right 
scheduled monuments in Scot

                                                           
17 See http://www.historic-scotland.go
18 Listing procedures are governed b
Areas)(Scotland) Act 1997. 
19 Scheduling procedures are governed
Act 1979. 
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er surveys of certain areas or building types. People can 
listed. Listed buildings are usually in use, or have potential
 as: A, buildings of national or international importance
ildings of regional importance (28,000) and C, of local 
l planning authority decides whether changes to a listed
 consent’ under guidance from HS. It must notify HS of
ildings, or demolition of any listed building or building in a 
d by the local authority). If necessary HS can advise

ocess. There is a right of appeal to ministers if a planning
isting grounds. 

sites and buildings ‘of national importance’ can be
re usually not in use, and dwellings or churches in
scheduled. Sites are not normally ‘de-scheduled’ unless 
here they lose their importance. Owners of scheduled
n consent from Scottish Ministers for any change to the
of appeal to prevent scheduling. There are about 8,000
land. 
v.uk for full details on Historic Scotland. 
y the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation 

 by the Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas 

http://www.historic-scotland.gov.uk/


In 2005/6 Historic Scotland had a budget of some ₤62 million. The 
charts below give a breakdown of its income and expenditure: 

HS income 2005/6 (m)

Admission,  14 

Retail sales,  6 

Functions & 
Hire,  2 

Scottish 
Executive,  39 

Other income, 
1 

  

HS expenditure 2005/6 (m)

Cost of goods 
sold,  3 

Grants,  13 

Archaeology, 
2 

Staff,  24 

Conservation, 
7 

Presentation, 
5 

Other,  8 

Source: Historic Scotland Accounts 
 
The agency made a profit of ₤2.92 million on its commercial 
activities (admission, retail and functions) in 2005/6. 
 
Other agencies 
 
A number of other government agencies are also involved in the 
built heritage sector. 
 
As we have seen, local authorities can designate ‘conservation 
areas’, and are responsible for administering the listing criteria 
through local planning authorities. For C listed buildings and 
those in conservation areas they do not have to advise HS of 
changes (except in the case of demolition). Local authorities also 
own and manage numerous historic buildings and monuments. 
 
The Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments 
of Scotland20 is funded by the Scottish Executive. Founded in 1908 
it is responsible for surveying and recording Scotland’s built 
heritage and educating the public about it. 
 
The Historic Environment Advisory Council for Scotland (HEACS) 
was established in 2003 to provide independent advice on the 
historic environment to the Executive21. 
 
The Heritage Lottery Fund22 is an important additional source of 
UK government funds (derived from National Lottery proceeds) for 

                                                           
20 See http://www.rcahms.gov.uk . 
21 See http://www.heacs.org.uk . 
22 See http://www.hlf.org.uk . 
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the maintenance of built heritage (as well as other types of 
heritage). It also plays an educative role. It is independent of the 
Scottish Executive, though it presents its accounts to the Scottish 
Parliament and has a separate Scottish board. Between 1994 and 
2004 it distributed ₤327 million in Scotland, including ₤139 
million for ‘historic buildings and townscapes’. Government 
agencies, including Historic Scotland (₤277,000 in 2005/6) and 
local authorities, frequently receive grants from the fund. 
 
How can we assess heritage policy in Scotland? 
 
As well as looking after Scotland’s built heritage, Historic 
Scotland’s aims23 include securing greater economic benefit from 
buildings and monuments, enhancing public knowledge and 
enjoyment of them and improving its own efficiency. With this in 
mind, HS sets itself a number of performance targets24 each year 
and records the results. These include annual increases in earned 
income - 9.4% for next year and 3.7% for last year (not met). HS 
also sets targets for the amount of scheduling and listing it aims to 
undertake and time limits for dealing with consent cases arising 
from this regulation. 
 
These measures display a welcome openness about HS’s activities, 
and also encourage modest improvements in performance year on 
year. The intention is to reduce reliance on state intervention. 
 
But the targets are largely arbitrary. We have no way of knowing 
how much HS could be earning, or how efficient a regulator it 
might be in other circumstances. 
 
For instance, the National Trust for Scotland (NTS) operates about 
the same number of properties which charge an admission fee as 
Historic Scotland. Its ‘earned income’ was ₤32.4 million in 
2004/525 and received only ₤3.4 million in government grants. Of 
course the NTS portfolio of built heritage is very different from 
HS’s, so direct comparisons are difficult. But without 
experimentation we will never find out if HS’s properties could be 
run more efficiently, attracting more income from admissions, 
legacies, memberships, donations and other commercial sources.  
 
Grant making 
 
Both Historic Scotland (₤13.5m in 2005/6) and the Heritage 
Lottery Fund (about the same amount) award grants to institutions 
(often other tax-funded government agencies) and individuals to 

                                                           
23 Set out in Historic Scotland’s ‘Framework Document’. 
24 According to a three year corporate plan (available from HS web site). 
25 National Trust for Scotland accounts. See http://www.nts.org.uk . 
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help finance the restoration, maintenance and development of built 
heritage. 
 
Grants are usually awarded on application, which makes the 
disbursement of these funds reliant on the competence of the 
applicant and the expert judgement of the grant making civil 
servants. There is little public involvement26 or democratic 
accountability in this process, and no way of telling if the right 
amounts are being distributed in the right places. 
 
The Heritage Lottery Fund - accountable only indirectly to the UK 
Parliament - seems tacitly to admit this in that it feels it has to 
identify ‘cold spots’, geographic areas that have not received many 
grants27. 
 
Educating the public about heritage 
 
All the government agencies discussed in this report have a duty or 
aim of educating the public about Scotland’s built heritage. But 
however carefully designed or reviewed these are, it is impossible 
to measure the final impact of their efforts except by recording 
overall visitor numbers, which are affected by many other factors. 
 
An international comparison 
 
In 2005 a PhD student published a detailed comparison of heritage 
policy in Sicily and Scotland. To Preserve or not to Preserve?28 by 
Anna Mignosa found a number of positive attributes to Scottish 
policy on built heritage. She found Historic Scotland to be 
financially accountable, with senior civil servants holding the 
purse strings who were not heritage ‘experts’; keen to encourage 
commercial use of historic buildings; open to public scrutiny of its 
activities and sensitive to public wishes on the use of historic 
buildings; and aware of the compliance cost of its regulation and 
the need to keep it under control. 
 
However, Mignosa also noted that Historic Scotland did seem to 
fall foul of some of the potential problems with state intervention 
outlined above. In particular she thought that devolution had not 
increased democratic accountability sufficiently; that policy 
makers were risk and change averse; they had little understanding 
of the economic concepts driving their industry; and there was 
little popular participation in decision making. 
 

                                                           
26 Though both grant makers support the BBC’s Restoration projects, where popular voting 
has an impact. 
27 See the HLF web site. At the time of writing these were Aberdeen City, Moray, North 
Lanarkshire, East Dunbartonshire, East Renfrewshire and South Ayrshire. 
28 Published by the Erasmus University, Rotterdam, Holland. 
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An internal review 
 
In August 2006 HEACS presented a report to the Minister29 on 
whether there is a need to review heritage legislation in Scotland. 
 
The report argued for a review, and recommended that it should 
consider a number of reforms. 
 
•  It found that existing designation rules were too complicated, 

and concluded that the scheduling and listing regimes should 
be merged, with designations being more clearly explained. 

 
•  It proposed more public and ‘stakeholder’ participation in 

heritage conservation. 
 
•  It proposed that ‘historical environments’ should be designated, 

not just individual buildings, and that these might be treated 
similarly to designated natural heritage areas. 

 
•  It suggested that more local control over heritage regulation 

should be introduced, with buildings of local importance 
regulated by local authorities. The system would be integrated 
more into the planning system to encourage more flexibility in 
responding to economic change. 

 
Scope for reform 
 
As ever with government policy, it is difficult to be exact about the 
level of performance because there is nothing exact to measure it 
against. International comparisons are difficult because foreign 
governments operate in such different ways. Similarly, domestic 
independent institutions operate under quite different financial 
and regulatory constraints. 
 
However, it is probably fair to draw the following conclusions: 
 
•  Historic Scotland and other government agencies are financially 

open and accountable. Its intentions are to conduct its business 
efficiently, with a minimum of disruption to the public, and as 
informatively as possible. It has a keen sense of cost control, 
both internally and in terms of its impact on the Scottish 
economy. 

 
•  However, heritage policy is insufficiently in tune with public 

preferences.   
 

                                                           
29 Patricia Ferguson MSP (Labour). The report is available on the HEACS web site. 
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•  Historic Scotland is not innovative enough in the way it 
manages its properties. 

 
•  Both Historic Scotland and the Heritage Lottery Fund lack 

evidence that their grant making programmes are appropriate. 
 
•  There is no evidence about the effectiveness of heritage agency 

education programmes in terms of the overall enhancement of 
public knowledge and appreciation of built heritage. 

 
•  Listing and scheduling rules are too complicated. 

 
These flaws are well demonstrated in the current controversy over 
Castle Tioram in Moidart: 
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Case Study – Castle Tioram 
 

 the waters of Loch Moidart in Inverness-shire. Accessible 
currently closed to the public for safety reasons. 

 by Anta Estates for £100,000 with the intention of restoring 
cifications and building a public museum dedicated to the 
who originally owned the castle. Anta Estates estimated the 
t £4,500,000. Essentially an important piece of Scotland’s 
ned back into a private house, but with considerable public 
payer. 

 to give their backing to the scheme, sensing an opportunity 
 a remote area. The castle was already attracting 15,000 
tate without any infrastructure aimed at tourists. But Historic 
cheduled monument consent; an essential pre-requisite of 
ncy said at the time that the proposals were detrimental to 
 its cultural significance. 

ith the future of the Castle still uncertain, Anta Estates 
nt close to £1,000,000 on urgent repairs and archaeological 
n further negotiations with HS, but the fundamental 
 the owner wanting sensitive restoration and the agency 

ion as a ruin. The case demonstrates policy failure on a 

 proceeded without full understanding of HS’s intentions 
ument consent. 
fusing to be swayed, despite widespread local support for 

ing that of Highland Council, local politicians, local residents 
tatives. Meanwhile the national Minister seems immune to 

res and in hock to civil servants. 
is clearly jeopardising an opportunity to attract major private 
ed long term in a built monument. This could free up public 

le Tioram is in a beautiful setting by any standards. But the 
ignificance commissioned by HS admits that its interior in 
ly unremarkable. Historically the castle may not even have 
anranald. Meanwhile there are numerous castles of a similar 
s West Coast in various states of repair, including full 
se. Is HS arguing that these should be changed to a certain 
on?  
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With these conclusions in mind what changes could be made to 
improve heritage policy in Scotland? 
 
Applying The Principles: Suggestions For Reform 
 
The following suggestions are not designed to cover every detail of 
the regulatory and policy making process in the Scottish heritage 
sector. There is no point repeating the work of studies such as the 
HEACS reports. Instead they are based on the principles for 
heritage policy outlined earlier in this paper. As such they provide 
broad ideas for discussion about the overall structure of public 
policy as it relates to heritage in Scotland. They are in order of the 
author’s subjective estimate of ease of implementation. 
 
I. Introducing clarity and flexibility to the regulations 

 
As the HEACS report mentioned above suggests, regulations 
covering built heritage should be simplified. The listing and 
scheduling designation should be combined, with scheduled 
buildings initially receiving the same protection as A listed 
buildings. The B & C categories could be combined. There should 
be greater clarity in the explanation behind each designation. 
 
In addition, designation should be time limited, to encourage 
review in the light of changing tastes and priorities (see principle E 
above). The designating authority would have to re-list buildings 
and monuments on a regular basis30. 

  
II. Valuing heritage assets 

 
Economic analysis is rarely applied to the field of built heritage, 
and the absence of market mechanisms makes it difficult to judge 
the relative merits of different monuments, and therefore where to 
allocate resources. But as we have seen, methods do exist to 
attempt such valuation. The Scottish Executive should experiment 
with these methods to inform policy making at national and local 
level. The Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical 
Monuments of Scotland would be a suitable agency to undertake 
such research. 

 
III. Devolving power to local authorities 

 
Principle A above describes why policy making on heritage should 
be devolved to the lowest tier of government practicable. This 
would address the apparent problems HS and the Executive have 
in responding to popular preferences and assessing the 

                                                           
30 The time limit might vary according to the rating, but would be for several years. In 
addition, given the huge number of buildings currently listed, there might be further initial 
variation to stagger the review process. 

 17



opportunity costs of intervention, as the case of Castle Tioram 
suggests. 
 
Responsibility for listing and development consent would reside at 
the appropriate tier of government, i.e. for monuments of ‘national 
importance’ (A listed plus scheduled) at the Scottish level, while for 
monuments of regional or local importance (B plus C) at local 
authority level.  
 
Local authorities could continue to use HS as the agency to 
conduct the process of dealing with these regulations. But they 
would replace the minister as the executive to which HS was 
accountable and subject. 
 
Disputes about the level of listing could be referred to an 
independent body such as the Royal Commission on the Ancient 
and Historical Monuments of Scotland. 

 
IV. Monument operators should be independent  

 
Responsibility for nationally owned monuments should be divided 
between Historic Scotland and local authorities according to their 
listing. 
 
Either way, both Historic Scotland and local authorities should 
offer management contracts to independent institutions to operate 
their monuments and historic buildings. In order to maximise 
experimentation and competition, there should be a number of 
bidders of different types, including established charities such as 
NTS, and at least one profit making company. Some or all of the 
bidders could be created using the existing HS and local 
authorities’ operational infrastructures. 
 
The different contenders would bid to operate each monument for 
a set period. Included in their bid would be the level of subsidy (or 
rent) required from (or paid to) HS or the local authority and an 
undertaking to maintain the same standards of conservation 
previously applied. 
 
This system would generate a market for heritage operating 
contracts that would encourage innovation on lowering costs, 
different uses for buildings31, attracting new visitors and 

                                                           
31 Historic Scotland already uses some of its sites for a number of commercial uses, 
including retail and social functions. This could be extended according to the suitability of 
the building to encompass a whole range of activities, including overnight stays or even 
domestic residency. Other heritage operators such as the NTS or the Landmark Trust (see 
www.landmarktrust.org.uk ) appear to be far more imaginative than HS in their use of 
buildings. 
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developing more effective methods of conservation in line with 
principle B above.  
 
By leasing out properties in this way, and thus encouraging new 
revenue streams, HS and its partners could free up capital to 
invest in historic monuments that have so far been neglected. 
 
In the long term, as the public became both wealthier and better 
informed, and operating techniques improved, direct subsidy by 
the state could fall away32, avoiding many of the problems 
identified above. 
 
Essentially this process would be one of using state money to 
stimulate a market sector, with the prospect of eventually leaving it 
altogether. But the outcome would by no means introduce a risky 
precedent. The monuments in question would become little 
different from those already operated by the private sector under 
the regulatory supervision of the state. 
 
V. A new approach to encouraging public education and 
involvement 
 
We have seen how it is hard to be certain of any benefits accruing 
from the various heritage agencies’ education programmes, except 
in so far as their end result is higher domestic visitor numbers. 
 
In keeping with principle C above, therefore, the education budgets 
of Historic Scotland and the other agencies (including, if possible, 
the Heritage Lottery Fund) should be designed to incentivise public 
participation and follow public tastes33. 
 
One method would be to include these funds in the management 
contracts outlined in IV above, and relate them to ticket sales. This 
would provide an incentive to operators to maximise ticket sales, 
thus encouraging greater visitor numbers and informing the public 
about the monument under their stewardship through advertising 
and marketing as well as actual visits. 
 

VI. Replacing grants with tax breaks 
 
As discussed above, a major function of both Historic Scotland and 
the Heritage Lottery Fund is to disburse grants based on their 
expert opinion as to the applicant’s competence and desert. 
 
Instead, grant funding should be replaced with tax breaks for 
maintenance or preservation work carried out by those owning 

                                                           
32 Or be redeployed to other sites that have not yet been excavated or conserved. 
33 While maintaining open access to and information about their activities, surveys, 
research programme or libraries. 
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listed buildings. The incentive would increase with the level of 
designation. This would have a number of beneficial effects: 
 
•  The arbitrary distribution of grant money to ‘deserving’ 

individuals and institutions would be replaced by a resource 
available to all those looking after historic buildings and 
monuments.  

 
•  The system would avoid the need for time consuming 

application and assessment. 
 

•  It would force government to share the cost of regulation 
(principle D) by exposing it to a loss of revenue every time it 
imposed listing on a building’s owners. This would incentivise 
government to think carefully before applying such regulation, 
assessing the relative merits of heritage conservation and the 
other priorities of society. 

 
•  It would impose an overall cap on regulation, defined by the 

budget available for such tax breaks (equivalent initially to the 
grant making budgets)34. 

 
•  By making the tax break for a building in the A category greater 

than the B category there would be an overall bias towards local 
decision making. Government would have a further incentive to 
think carefully before dealing with a monument at the national, 
less accountable level. 

 
In the context of devolved Scotland it would not be simple to apply 
such a reform. Ideally the tier of government that imposed the 
listing would pay for the tax break. 
 
But the Executive’s powers over tax are limited, and local 
authorities’ even more so. In particular, the Scottish Parliament 
has no power over the Heritage Lottery Fund, let alone the income 
it receives from the national lottery. 
 
The Executive would need to persuade the UK government to 
allocate it the relevant proportion of the Heritage Lottery Fund.35 It 
could then combine this with that part of HS’s budget currently 
allocated to grant making. The fund would be used to rebate part 
of the VAT incurred on listed buildings’ maintenance. The rebates 
on B listed buildings could be clawed back from local authorities 
by reducing their central funding accordingly. 

                                                           
34 The combined grant making budgets of HS and the Heritage Lottery Fund is some ₤30 
million per annum, implying  a tax break worth on average c. ₤550 for each of the 55,000 
listed and scheduled buildings in Scotland. 
35 This would have the additional benefit of exposing the myth that Lottery money is 
anything other than another tax. 
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This would obviously be politically complex, and easier ways might 
be found using Council Tax or a universal grant system 
administered and paid for at local and national level.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Far reaching reform of the kind outlined here would always be low 
among the political priorities of the Scottish Executive. But this is 
precisely why measures to devolve power further and introduce 
mechanisms to test the boundaries of state intervention are 
needed. Built heritage is too small a matter for the Executive, 
whose competence is not judged on its dealings with ruined 
castles. Policy is therefore prone to stasis. 
 
Some or all of the measures outlined above would expose the 
sector to innovation, experimentation and change – all necessary in 
a society of growing prosperity and sophisticated tastes. 
 
Government would be made more accountable for its decisions, 
either by dint of exposure to local electorates or by having to 
contribute financially to the cost of its regulations. This would 
make its decision making more balanced in relation to other 
economic and social priorities, as well as more in tune with 
popular preferences. 
 
The private sector would be enlisted to share its expertise and 
inventiveness both in managing sites and encouraging and 
educating the public to take an interest in built heritage. 
 
Historic Scotland would play a reduced but better defined and less 
contentious role as guardian of those monuments and historic 
buildings of truly national importance. It would be encouraged to 
attract private investment so that its own funds could stretch 
wider to invest in new sites so far neglected. 
 
Many of the problems associated with government intervention 
would be mitigated. In the long term the mechanisms thus 
entrenched might introduce sufficient flexibility that they hold out 
the prospect of government intervention being unnecessary, with 
our wonderful monuments being preserved and cherished entirely 
through voluntary means. In the end that is the surest way to 
guarantee popular support and security for old stones. 
 
Tom Miers is Executive Director of the Policy Institute. 
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