TEN STEPS TO RAPID HISTORIC AREA ASSESSMENT
An historic area assessment summarises the origins and development of a defined part of the historic environment and provides an audit of its current form, context, condition and comparative significance. Its aim is to inform stakeholders of the nature of the specified area in terms of historic interest. It could be used as part of a toolkit for the management of the historic environment; it has no statutory status. The study area may or may not overlap with other historic environment designations such as conservation areas; the historic area assessment will complement rather than replace a conservation area appraisal. Where the study area or part(s) of it are covered by an up to date and comprehensive conservation area appraisal, a separate area assessment will not normally be needed for the sections already covered, although the relationship between the conservation area and the wider historic environment should be explained.
The following checklist is an interim guide to the basic steps for carrying out rapid and high-level historic area assessments. The ten-step guide is intended to assist suitably qualified or experienced historic environment professionals − both in the public and private sectors − who are involved in procuring or delivering area assessments, usually on behalf of local authorities. It is appropriate for the initial assessment of a fairly small, contained geographical area such as a small town, city centre, suburb or village; larger or more ‘strung out’ areas may require a different approach. Fuller guidance on the range of approaches to undertaking historic area assessments will be published by English Heritage later in 2007.
1.  The brief. 

First agree a brief that sets out what the assessment will cover. This will include: 
· the purpose and scope of the assessment 
· for whom it is being undertaken
· identification of main stakeholders

· relationship to other planning initiatives e.g. conservation area appraisal, masterplanning, regeneration proposals, etc
· its key objectives  
· the timescale
· the methodology (rapid field investigation, map and documentary research, historical and architectural analysis)
· possible sources

· structure of the report to include: description of the key character areas (e.g. historic core; civic core; residential; business; industrial etc); outline of key historic developments (e.g. the arrival of roads and railways; major industries; housing estates); statement of condition and vulnerabilities; an assessment of significance in relation to local distinctiveness, or regional or national importance; bibliography and sources
· Scope to arrange a follow-up meeting

2. Existing historic environment or baseline information. 
Acquire maps showing nationally and locally listed buildings, scheduled monuments and other recorded areas with archaeological remains or finds, conservation area boundaries and other relevant designations such as registered parks and gardens. This information can often be obtained from a GIS database maintained by the local authority Sites and Monuments Record (SMR) or Historic Environment Record (HER). Obtain key designation descriptions (from the county or local record office, local authority or National Monuments Record) which will often provide dates, architects and other historical information. The local authority may be able to provide the relevant Conservation Area Appraisals. Agree and clearly mark up the boundary of the study area.

3. Map-based analysis.
The basis of the study should be the current, large-scale Ordnance Survey Master Map; the scale used will depend on the size of the study area. Acquire copies of historic maps, preferably available as GIS, from the local or county record office, or online mapping services such as www.landmark.com or www.motco.com, for which there will be a charge. The most useful are the 6’’ or 25’’ to the mile Ordnance Survey maps, 1st – 5th editions, and town plans at 1:500, 528, 1056, etc. A ‘map regression’ (i.e. working backwards from the latest map) will illustrate the broad sequence of topographic development of an area. Equally, a comparison of the maps from the earliest to the latest will help an understanding of how the pre-urban landscape may still be legible. This will typically ascertain the defining natural features, the area of earliest settlement, the arrival of railways, roads and canals, industry, commercial centres, religious centres, civic core, etc.

4. Rapid fieldwork.
Drive or walk around the whole area for orientation and to substantiate, extend or challenge the findings of the map analysis. It may be appropriate to divide the area into sections based on ‘character areas’, for example in terms of function (such as residential, commercial, industrial, green space, waterfront, etc), or period (e.g. Victorian and Edwardian development which includes residential, commercial and civic centres, or post-war industrial or residential estates). Fieldwork is best carried out in small groups of two or three, each armed with a camera, notebook, a copy of the O.S. map for annotation and a letter on headed notepaper stating the purpose of the study with a contact for verification. Take care not to trespass on private property or photograph people without permission.
Cover the ground methodically taking notes and photographs. As many images will result from the fieldwork, it is vital to keep track of the route followed, and the order and viewpoint in which and from which the photographs were taken. Identify key views, vantage points and surviving components for pre-urban land-use such as trees, field boundaries, roads, tracks, watercourses, etc. When observing the built environment note − where possible − the date, function and general form of buildings of particular significance, for example number of storeys, style, foundation stones, materials, location, major alterations, issues of vulnerability e.g. vacant occupancy, vandalism, etc. Note other aspects of the historic built environment such as planned open spaces, bridges, street furniture, etc. 
5. Documentary research.
This can be done before or after the fieldwork. Visit the local or county record office and consult published histories such as the Buildings of England and Victoria County History series; the Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England inventory series; local histories; trade and post office directories; historic maps such as tithe map as well as O.S. maps; estate plans and surveys; early prints and photographs. This collation of documentary evidence will necessarily be reasonably ‘broad brush’; individual sites and buildings will not normally be investigated in any depth for the purpose of the historic area assessment, although key buildings may merit more detailed research.
6. Analysis.
Use the results of the field and documentary evidence to determine the principal phases, sequence, extent and nature of historic development. Identify the way in which this is expressed on the ground, for example through the layout of streets, the location of transport interchanges and subsequent development around them, infilling, etc. Specify the provision of civic buildings (town halls, courts, fire and police stations) and public or community facilities (places of worship, schools, hospitals, shops, pubs, parks, etc). If there are identifiable ‘character areas’ then define the overarching character of each area, for example, ‘predominantly late nineteenth-century industrial’ or ‘interwar public-authority housing with some late twentieth-century infill’. Include a sense of the overall integrity and architectural quality of a character area by describing the location, function, style, major features and materials of the buildings.
7. The Report. 
· Reiterate the reasons for and purpose of the study 
· define the area using map extracts
· describe the principal lines of development and change 
· describe the chief ‘character areas’ with examples, showing the extent to which they retain demonstrable historic significance
· illustrate with a selection of key maps, historic views and current photographs: the juxtaposition of ‘before’ and ‘after’ images can make a great impact

· conclude with a summary of the significant characteristics and condition of the historic environment 
· add a short bibliography and relevant sources that have been consulted and/or cited (maps; published material; visual material; recent reports or studies). 
8. Consultation with professional stakeholders. 
Submit the draft report to the client and relevant stakeholders such as the local authority planner, conservation or regeneration officer to discuss the issues before working up the final report.

9. Dissemination. 
Distribute the report to all relevant parties and deposit copies in the appropriate Historic Environment Record. Copies should also be sent to the local and county record offices, and local libraries. A digital form of the report could be made available on the internet.
10. Follow-up (optional).

Arrange a meeting with the client and relevant stakeholders to discuss the immediate and longer term use of the report. Consider if there is scope for revising, extending and updating the historic area assessment at a future date. 
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