BEF BUILTVENVIRONMENT
FORUM SCOTLAND

BEFS CONSULTATION RESPONSE:
HISTORIC ENVIRONMENT SCOTLAND’S
PROPERTIES AND COLLECTIONS STRATEGY

Built Environment Forum Scotland (BEFS) is an umbrella body for organisations
working in the built environment in Scotland. Drawing on extensive expertise in a
membership-led forum, BEFS informs, debates and advocates on the strategic issues,
opportunities and challenges facing Scotland’s existing built environment.

This is a response from BEFS to selected questions in the 2025/26 Historic
Environment Scotland consultation on its Draft Property and Collections Strategy:
Towards Sustainable Stewardship. The Strategy sets out a changed long-term
approach to the care of assets in its portfolio in the context of growing challenges,
including climate change, rising costs, and a shortage of traditional skills.

Other relevant consultation responses from BEFS can be seen below, as many
issues overlap and demand associative consideration:

e Protecting Scotland’s Historic Places - HES Designations Strategy (July 2025)

e Petition to Safeguard Scottish Listed Buildings at Risk of Unnecessary
Demolition (June 2025)

e Protecting Built Heritage (Feb 2025)

e Historic Environment Scotland’s Corporate Plan 2025-28 (Jan 2025)

e Historic Environment Scotland’s Regulatory Framework (Feb 2023)

14. How much do you agree or disagree that this vision is right for the Strategy
and for HES to be working towards?

Neither agree nor disagree.
15. Do you have any comments on HES’s vision as laid out in the draft Strategy?

On 13 January 2026, BEFS held an online consultation event to bring its Members
together discuss their views on the main elements of the draft Properties and
Collections Strategy. BEFS Members are grateful for the opportunity to provide
comment and recognise the work involved in developing the draft. They are
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mindful of the work involved in maintaining and promoting so many highly valued
assets, and particularly welcomed the clear intent to improve collaboration and
transparency in delivery and development.

With regard to the vision, some consultees commented on sections of it, while
others questioned whether the draft Strategy needs a separate vision at all. It was
argued the general HES vision, or the one set out in Our Past, Our Future, provided
better alternatives, which aligned more strongly with wider aspirations for
heritage protection and promotion.

The second paragraph of the vision provoked a debate around the selection of
‘sustainable management’ as a key description. Concerns were raised that
‘sustainable management’ places emphasis on a wider set of goals, including
maximising the economic value of assets, while an alternative more tightly focused
on caring for assets, such as ‘stewardship’, was seen as being more appropriate.
For similar reasons, it was argued that ‘investment priorities’ should be replaced
with ‘resource priorities’, to emphasise care needs over potential revenue.

The inclusion of the United Nations quote on sustainable development raised issue
with BEFS Members, with the difference between ‘development’ and
‘management’ being highlighted. Whilst recognising the role that the historic
environment plays in delivering Scotland’s National Outcomes and alignment with
the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals more generally, it was
perceived to be an ill-fitting political statement that doesn’t belong in the vision.

It was suggested HES should instead source an alternative quote from the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation highlighting the
importance of safeguarding heritage for current and future generations. It was
argued this would suit the draft Strategy better than one that prioritises asset
development.

Some consultees also shared that they felt the draft Strategy was disjointed, with
sections including the vision, challenges, opportunities, objectives and measures of
success, not demonstrating enough connectivity or a clear flow of reasoning
between them.

There was general recognition that HES has difficult decisions to make. Throughout
the consultation session, however, fears were expressed that the vision and wider
Strategy is downplaying this and ‘softly’ managing expectations in the sector by
acting as preparatory groundwork for a reduction of the current HES portfolio
without making this fully explicit. Members felt an explicit exploration of
reduction or divestment, as a likely or possible option, would have been a valuable
aspect of the consultation.

16. How much do you agree or disagree that this list fairly represents the
challenges that will be faced by HES in relation to caring for Properties and
Collections in the future?

Agree.
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17. Do you have any comments on these challenges or thoughts on any
additional challenges for consideration?

BEFS Members readily recognised the challenging strategic context the draft
Strategy is operating in, from rising repair and maintenance costs and restricted
funding to skills shortages and pressing need for climate change adaptations.

There was general agreement with the main items in the list of challenges,
particularly with regard to the explicit identification and prominence of skills and
materials shortages, and climate change threats.

Some BEFS Members wondered if the list of challenges were intended to be
interpreted in order of importance. If so, it was felt financial constraints should be
at the top of the list, rather than the bottom. The ability to resource the described
functions - including maintenance, adaptation, community consultation, improved
visitor experiences, deeper partnership activity, and embedding stewardship in
place-based approaches - was seen as the major challenge and the biggest barrier
to impact.

BEFS consultees felt these constraints should be looked at more holistically and
within the wider context of rising costs and flat-lining or shrinking resources,
within and beyond the annual HES budget. There were queries as to whether there
existed particularly strong challenges in securing funding for some specific
purposes (e.g. connecting with communities) over others, which the draft Strategy
could usefully elaborate on.

Several additional challenges were identified, including ‘preventative
maintenance’ as a separate difficulty. The dynamic nature of the Strategy, with
the possibility of assets moving in and out of the HES portfolio over the next 10
years and beyond, was also identified as a useful addition to the named
challenges. Managing a changing portfolio was viewed as being more difficult than
a static one, especially with respect to planning for assets that become selected
for removal or addition, which place additional burdens on HES including planning,
partnership working, consultation, communications, judgement and sensitivity.

In addition, in any decisions leading to the potential divestment of assets, it was
felt the identification of suitable entities to continue their effective stewardship,
and any support needs these entities have, should be included as an additional
challenge. It was highlighted that as many public bodies are looking to rationalise
and reduce their built asset portfolios in a challenging operational context for the
public sector, it will become increasingly difficult to transfer assets to local
authorities or other public bodies.

The scope for heightened competition between HES and other heritage actors for
both project and philanthropic funding was also raised as a concern, given that the
financial constraints and other challenges experienced by HES, also apply to others
in the sector; this includes prospective community owners, charities and trusts
that already have extremely limited access to resources for acquisition, repair,
maintenance and climate change adaptation.
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If the draft Strategy is potentially seeking additional collaborative efforts from
outwith HES to help manage assets currently in the HES portfolio, it was felt that
wider challenges for other players in the sector should be acknowledged,
highlighted and engaged with. As part of the approach to partnership working
outlined in the draft Strategy, consultees wished to see more joined-up thinking on
this, and wished to learn if HES plans to investigate what the appetite is from
others to take on assets that may be transferred out of its portfolio in future.

BEFS Members were also keen to understand more about ‘changing visitor
expectations’. Their questions included:

e What does this mean?

e How does this affect unstaffed sites?

e Have post-1990s public expectations, set by the introduction of high-quality
visitor centres and high-tech digital interpretation, been too high, and the
challenge is now about ‘returning’ this money back into maintenance?

e Should ‘changing community expectations’ be included as part of this, or as
a separate point?

e How will accessibility, affordability and inclusion be balanced with
generating increased income from visitors?

Some BEFS Members identified heritage crime as a growing threat that should be
identified in the draft Strategy. It was also raised that in some areas of the built
environment sector, there was a lack of confidence in HES leadership function,
alongside the negative impact of recent media coverage; issues that the draft
Strategy may wish to acknowledge or address.

Finally, it was raised in BEFS consultation event to general consensus, that there
was a notable gap between the challenges and strategic context sections of the
draft Strategy and the national strategy Our Past, Our Future, which could be
usefully be addressed.

18. How much do you agree or disagree with these strategic priorities for the
Properties and Collections, as presented in HES’s draft Strategy?

Neither agree nor disagree.

19. Do you have any comments on this principle of prioritising, as laid out in
the draft Strategy?

BEFS consultees generally understood the prioritisation order of public safety,
conservation and public access. There was agreement, however, that the
prioritisation process was vague. Participants said they didn’t understand enough
about how it would be assessed and operationalised, and how it linked to the
objectives.

The language was also picked up as being ambiguous. On the point of public safety,
and a challenging resources climate, concerns were expressed that a prioritisation
approach may be used to support the case for demolition of valuable built
environment heritage.
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BEFS consultees welcomed the Strategy’s highlighting of the scale and cultural
significance of the Properties and Collections. As the draft Strategy notes,
research indicates 50% of international visitors to Scotland report heritage
attractions as a motivation behind their visit.

It was, however, felt the draft Strategy could do even more to highlight the
importance of the properties, artefacts, records and other assets in the Estate to
Scotland’s society, culture and economy, and the opportunity to draw upon its rich
potential in the next decade and beyond. For example, it could highlight current
visitor engagement levels and future estimates, and link these to the measures of
success through setting and monitoring targets.

In the event that the plan was to develop the principle into a practical application,
participants at the consultation event said a commitment should be made to share
this with the sector, so it can usefully inform wider thinking. In a similar vein,
consultees wished to learn more about how HES plans to value the cultural
significance of its assets, and to assess which have, “the greatest potential to
make a difference to people and place”.

Again, it was argued that any assessment tools should be made available to the
sector for review and application. BEFS notes that HES is currently developing an
assessment tool for its properties and collections based on the Sustainable
Investment Tool - even in draft form, as an indication of the developing approach,
sight of this would have been beneficial for those Members contributing views.

Two concerns were raised on assessing community valuation of assets:

e BEFS Members’ experience suggests any community consulted will respond
positively to HES offering to protect and promote local heritage assets.

e Another concerned population spread, and asked: is there a danger that
larger urban population centres will provide higher numbers of responses to
consultations on their local heritage, to the detriment of decision-making
around assets in smaller towns and rural regions?

20. To what extent do you agree or disagree with HES moving from a State Care
approach to a new sustainable management approach to caring for Scotland’s
monuments and assets?

Neither agree nor disagree.

21. Do you have any comments about this new Stewardship Model, as laid out
in the draft Strategy?

Yes. BEFS Members reported finding it difficult to engage with this question, in the
context of a discussion that highlighted challenges in fully understanding the
difference between HES current approach, and the varied elements of the new
Strategy.

Participants said the draft Strategy did not make adequately clear the nature,
scale and process of plans to transfer assets from State Care under HES ownership
to external bodies. As highlighted above, they also drew attention to limited
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coherence between different sections of the draft Strategy, which they felt made
it difficult to appreciate how the new Stewardship Model will operate.

As mentioned previously, the strategic priorities of meeting investment needs
through external fundraising drew concern about putting HES in direct competition
with other bodies in the historic environment sector that are applying for public
and charitable grants. As HES benefits from a level of income generation that
other heritage owners in Scotland cannot compete with, some felt HES should not
be seeking to also draw increasing income levels from heritage funding
programmes to the disadvantage of other applicants. These consultees would like
to see reassurance in the strategic priorities that HES will seek to collaborate more
strongly with, rather than compete for fundraising more strongly with, other
heritage stakeholders.

Open questions were raised as to how effective philanthropy will be as a regular
funding source for the new approach, and whether aspirations to increase
donations in future have been analysed to appropriate depth for accuracy and
suitability. BEFS Members pointed out that securing significant resources from
philanthropists is a big challenge for HES, and doing so without compromising on
any of the strategic priorities is another, especially as donations are often made
with requests and conditions.

Several BEFS Members noted that the draft Strategy makes no reference to
studying or drawing learning outcomes from international comparators. Approaches
to State Care and stewardship in other countries was seen as providing an
invaluable source of learning and practical inspiration that HES could draw upon -
or provide clarity on where this had already happened. HES could review other
stewardship models and collective approaches as it finalises and implements the
Strategy and works towards delivery.

22. Do you think the reasons for HES proposing to move to a New Stewardship
Model are clearly presented in the Strategy document?

Unsure. As stated in the response to questions 16 and 17, BEFS Members
acknowledge the wide spread of difficulties, if not crises, HES and the wider sector
have to engage with.

In making these acknowledgements, and understanding that it may not be possible
to avoid any divestment of existing assets, they wished to learn more about
decision-making processes in the new model and the anticipated scale of change,
before commenting further.

They would also like to see a stronger commitment from HES to work with others
in conserving any assets moving out of the portfolio in future, especially as the
many challenges HES are facing, also apply to other heritage stakeholders with far
fewer resources, knowledge, skills and experience.

23. In general, how much do you agree or disagree that this list of objectives
covers the key areas of importance for HES in achieving sustainable
stewardship?
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Neither agree nor disagree.
24, Are there any objectives that you feel need to be added to this list?

Yes. The most common suggestion concerned HES leadership position as a role
model for the wider sector, and its ability (and responsibility) to set a national
tone for the conservation and sharing of Scotland’s valuable heritage. A strategic
objective that built on this role, including by promoting transferable learning,
good practice and case studies, was seen by BEFS Members as a useful way of
adding further value to the Strategy in line with objectives in Our Past, Our Future
for increased collaboration and exchange.

Opportunities were also identified for HES to be more ambitious and practical, for
example in committing to the development of a proper maintenance plan for all of
the buildings in its portfolio.

The language in the objectives - including “clear and proportionate plans” and
“sustainable development pillars” - were not interpreted as making a clear
commitment to developing and implementing long-term maintenance plans. If this
is correct, and the draft Strategy does not make a commitment to maintenance
plans, BEFS Members would like to see this made explicit and to understand the
reasons behind not including this vital activity in the objectives.

A point of consenus for BEFS Members was that the objectives were not seen as
being consistent with the other sections of the draft Strategy, especially the
challenges and constraints on resources. One BEFS Member observed that if HES
was seeking more help and partnership working from others in the sector than has
been the case in the past, this was not made clear in the objectives. There were
general comments about the need for improved articulation of the language of the
objectives more clarity on their commitments and outputs, and general coherence
between the different sections of the document.

25. How important do you think each of these strategic objectives is in
achieving sustainable stewardship?

BEFS Members provided fulsome comment on the objectives, which can be read in
question 28 below. It was not deemed useful to rank them in questions 25-27.

28. Do you have any other comments about the strategic objectives set out by
HES?

The main theme of discussion on objectives in BEFS consultation event, was that
the objectives do not match with the rest of the draft Strategy. Several consultees
reported that: they appear to come from a different document altogether; they do
not respond to the challenges, opportunities and themes identified elsewhere in
the Strategy; that they are too vague; and that they describe what are expected
and understood to be current HES functions, rather than a new approach.

As stated previously in this response, concerns were also raised that the draft
Strategy objectives sit separately to, and don’t refer to, the sector priorities
agreed in Our Past, Our Future. The visitor experience, which is mentioned
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throughout the rest of the draft Strategy, was identified as being largely missing in
the objectives.

One consultee said, as a heritage programme funder, HES encourages SMART
(Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-framed) objectives. In
comparison, these objectives appear non-specific, hard-to-measure, and with no
time frames.

BEFS Members also shared detailed comments on specific objectives:

Objective one - was not seen as being an objective, more a general aspiration to
reflect on the past to inform the future. Several Members felt given the lack of
detail, it didn’t belong in this section. Additional comments included concerns that
the Properties and Collections are being treated as a static collection rather than a
dynamic, shifting one; confusion over whether HES identification of a ‘less top-
down environment’ means that it is treating or valuing assets differently than it
has in the past; and if there are any implications for emerging heritage.

Objective two - targeted research commitments were welcomed, in the context of
unmet research needs and gaps in the sector. One participant said the difficult
(and recurring) key question of, ‘who decides what is culturally significant?’ is not
answered in the Strategy, despite this objective stating that cultural significance
will be prioritised and used as a metric for major decision-making.

Objective three - it was reported that here, and in the rest of the draft Strategy,
Collections and Archives felt supplemental to, rather than integrated with, the
new approach. Questions were raised as to whether a separate approach or
Strategy should be developed for assets that weren’t land, monuments or buildings
including artefacts, records, photography archives and sculptures - and whether
any evaluation had taken place exploring models of custodianship or whether HES
is the right body for these responsibilities.

Objective five - references to working more closely with communities was seen as
commendable for a major public agency during a challenging time. As stated in the
response to question 19, however, BEFS Members were concerned about: the risk
of tokenism in community empowerment; the ‘numbers game’ of consultation
activity in large population centres holding more weight over those in smaller
communities; and an extreme likelihood that any community consulted is likely to
want HES to continue to care for and promote its local heritage assets.

Objective seven - was seen as lacking in clarity. Consultees wished to know what
was meant by ‘compatible use’ and ‘increase productive use’.

Objective eight - BEFS Members noted that while it is understood that the draft
Strategy is not an operational plan, they had a strong desire for understanding how
‘directions of travel’ would be set in practice.

29. Please tick the THREE ‘markers of success’, as listed below, you feel are
the most important:

BEFS consultees comments around markers of success are included in questions 30
to 32. It was not deemed useful to select the three most important.
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30. Are there any ‘markers of success’ that you feel need to be added to this
list?

No. See response to questions 28, 31 and 32 on objectives and queries around
monitoring and measurement and, ultimately, how success follows on.

31. Are there any of these ‘markers of success’ which you feel HES will struggle
to achieve?

Unsure. BEFS Members pointed to the general difficulty of monitoring the markers
of success, and criticised the absence of time frames. They were unclear as to
whether the Strategy will be delivered in a phased approach, with delivery of
different elements coming in stages, or if there is a distinct starting point from
which a baseline can be set and achievements tracked against them.

32. Do you have any other comments about this list of ‘markers of success’ that
HES states need to be reached through implementation of this Strategy?

Yes. The aspiration to, “overcome internal barriers to progress” was felt and
appreciated to be an honest and transparent inclusion. It also provoked some
concern from BEFS Members. Questions were raised as to what these barriers are,
why they have developed but not yet been resolved, and why the aspiration is not
to eliminate barriers altogether, if they are impeding HES stewardship role.

33. Considering the Strategy as a whole, how much do you agree or disagree
with the approach being proposed by HES for sustainable stewardship of the
assets under their care?

Neither agree or disagree.

BEFS responses to a number of consultations in relation to the Built Environment can be
found at: https://www.befs.org.uk/resources/consultations/
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