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Disclaimer 

This document is intended to serve as an overview of archaeological practices within the planning process and represents a simplified 

personal guide for prospective applicants, providing a concise and up to date overview of the key requirements and procedures. It should 

not be seen as a definitive guide on the subject, as each development will represent a unique situation. However, the basic procedures, 

terms and requirements described within this document will be broadly similar, irrespective of the scale or the type of intended 

development project.  

NOTE: This document cannot be used as evidence for any legal procedures within the Archaeological Planning Process – Separate 

legislations cover England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales, and for the reasons of simplicity the author have not dealt with them separately. 

For more detailed or site-specific information and guidance, queries should be directed at the relevant archaeological adviser for the 

respective area/region (these can be found here: https://www.bajr.org/council/ ).  

Authors: David Connolly & Hana Kdolska                      First Published: 1st May 2004     Updated: 21st January 2025

https://www.bajr.org/council/
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Introduction 

If you are reading this document, then you have probably been asked to carry out 

archaeology works, as either pre application, or as part of the planning process 

relating to your development. Understandably, the planning process in general can be 

daunting as well as time-consuming, whether you are a small building company or a 

first-time applicant, perhaps hoping to put on that house-extension or built a garage. 

The associated jargon, legislation, and the misinterpretation of archaeology as ‘the 

enemy of any construction/development’, which can cause “ever increasing costs and 

delays” can all conspire to make you worry unnecessarily. 

However, it does not have to be like this! Fortune favours the informed and if you act 

in plenty of time and with a little help from this BAJR guide, you will find the process 

much less daunting and ultimately you will accomplish your project without 

unnecessary stress.  

Remember that early communication with the Planning authority regarding 

archaeology will save time (and money) in the long term – see Council Archaeological 

Advisors as facilitators, who are there to help, not hinder, your proposed 

development.  

They may also consult with the National Governmental bodies, Historic Environment 

Scotland (HES), Historic England (HE), CADW (Welsh word for preserving) and 

Department for Communities (DfC), Historic Environment Division (HED), regarding 

sites or buildings of special interest— Scheduled Monuments (SMs), Listed Buildings 

(Grade A or I/II) and Designed  Landscapes or Registered Battlefields if your project is 

located on a site of national or regional importance. 
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Scope of this Guide 

 

This document is intended to provide a brief and simplified guide on the process, as part of a 

construction/development project, so that you (the developer) know what to expect as part of 

standard procedures. Although the guide is predominantly aimed at a small-scale or a one-off 

developer, such as private house builder, it can be also utilised by larger-scale developers as an 

introduction to the standard procedures.  

The guide is further intended to raise awareness of some substandard practices within the 

profession, which, although rare, can occasionally occur and provides advice on how to deal with 

these if you are affected.   

The guide starts with a brief introduction to archaeology and its role and importance to our society 

before a brief review of current legislation and the likely reasons why you may have been asked to 

carry out archaeological investigations as part of your development project. You may also be 

required to carry out pre application work, which may OR may not lead to conditions.  

This is followed by the general 2-page step by step guide detailing what you should expect and do 

at each stage of the process. It then outlines the various forms of archaeological conditions that 

you may find attached to your development application. The final section provides advice on how 

to recognise and find reputable practitioners in your area and deals with some potential 

inadequate practices and how to address these. Attached at the end are further relevant links and 

a glossary of standard archaeological terms in relation to development to help you with the 

common jargon. 

Remember, while this document is not a comprehensive guide, it will prepare you for the general 

principles used for each stage of the planning procedure as well as all the jargon.  

 

Why Archaeology Matters?  

 

The Archaeology of this country is a fragile and irreplaceable resource—providing a tangible link 

between present-day communities (including you) and past societies. Aside from giving a sense of 

place to the communities, it can provide answers relating to the key questions of history, most of 

which are as relevant today as in the past. These include the very real threats that human society 

faces today, such as impacts and adaptations to climate change or pandemics. They also provide 

insights into our own communities and identity, such as key genetic changes in our DNA, which can 

facilitate crucial understanding of development of inherited illnesses and therefore their potential 

treatments.  
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Even small developments, particularly in densely populated areas such as towns/cities, can cause a 

piecemeal destruction of archaeological record. Over time, this can erase crucial parts of evidence 

and prevent understanding of our shared heritage.  

Archaeological advisors often have a difficult role in having to recommend options to the developer 

about potential features beneath the ground or behind a wall, without knowing the answers 

beforehand. However, there are a suite of tools and methods that professional archaeologists can 

use to predict the site’s potential for buried or hidden archaeology before any work takes place.  

In fact, archaeology can form a very useful part of your development: it can provide more 

information than any boreholes and produce a detailed landscape survey or building plan with 

formerly unknown features, which can be used to inform further stages of your project. If you are a 

developer, it can also raise your company’s profile, especially in cases where it is used to benefit 

the local community.  

Inevitably, unexpected discoveries will occasionally occur: a burial where no burial should be or a 

prehistoric hut that would never have been seen on the ground or from the air. H o w e v e r ,  

with an experienced professional archaeology contractor and a good project design, you should 

always be able to deal with these unforeseen circumstances and it is extremely rare that a 

development is prevented or delayed because of archaeology that takes place at the start of the 

development process.  
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Protection of archaeology and legislation 

The main role of a Local Government Archaeology Service is to advise the Planning Department on 

the protection and care of archaeological remains within the planning process. 

Occasionally, it may be necessary for developers or private individuals to commission 

archaeological work before or during development, according to the current government guidance. 

Remember; this policy is regularly being updated, so if you are a small developer, just ask for 

advice from your local archaeological officer (see here: Curatorial and Planning Archaeology | BAJR 

🖳︎). If you are a larger developer then consider the services of an archaeology consultant or larger 

contractor  (see here: Register of Archaeological Contractors Map| BAJR 🖳︎   or Find a registered 

Organisation | Chartered Institute for Archaeologists 🖳︎). 

 

Main Legislation covering Archaeology and Heritage in the UK 

 
England    
 
 
 

National Planning Policy 
Framework 

Published: 27 March 2012 
Last updated: December 2024 

National Planning Policy 
Framework  (www.gov.uk) 

🖳︎ 

Wales Planning Policy Wales Published: 5 December 2018 
Last updated: Edition 12 | 
February 2024 

Planning policy Wales | 

(GOV.WALES ) 🖳︎ 
 
 
 

Scotland Planning Advice Note 2/11 
 

Published: 27 July 2011 Planning Advice Note 
2/2011: Planning and 

archaeology  (gov.scot)  🖳︎ 
 

Northern 
Ireland 

Planning Policy Statement 6 (PPS 
6): Planning Archaeology and 
the Built Heritage 

Published: March 1999, Last 
updated: 12 December 2019 

Historic Environment | 
Department for Communities 

(communities-ni.gov.uk ) 🖳︎   

 

 

When you lodge a planning application with the council planning officer it may be appraised by the 

Local Government Archaeology Service or Advisor (make sure this is carried out by an archaeological 

advisor, as advice from other departments or direct intervention by planning officers can lead to 

confusion, causing unforeseen delays and expense). Archaeological advisor will inform the planning 

officer on the likelihood of the proposed development impacting a known archaeological site(s) / 

or potentially encountering previously unknown archaeological sites. 

 

If there is a strong probability that your development will encounter archaeology, enlisting the help 

of professionally accredited archaeologist(s) at the start of your project will benefit all stages of a 

development (find archaeology practitioners here:  BAJR Register 🖳︎  or here: CIfA List 🖳︎).  

https://www.bajr.org/council-archaeology-services/
https://www.bajr.org/commercial-companies/
https://www.archaeologists.net/civicrm-contact-distance-search
https://www.archaeologists.net/civicrm-contact-distance-search
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2
https://gov.wales/planning-policy-wales
https://gov.wales/planning-policy-wales
https://www.gov.scot/publications/pan-2-2011-planning-archaeology/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/pan-2-2011-planning-archaeology/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/pan-2-2011-planning-archaeology/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/pan-2-2011-planning-archaeology/
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/development-and-archaeology-guidance-archaeological-works-planning-process
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/development-and-archaeology-guidance-archaeological-works-planning-process
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/development-and-archaeology-guidance-archaeological-works-planning-process
https://www.bajr.org/commercial-companies/
https://www.archaeologists.net/civicrm-contact-distance-search
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Archaeological companies and practitioners should      be active partners in the planning process and 

facilitate communication between the client (developer) and the relevant local authorities (Local 

Government Archaeology Services), as well as suggesting the best approaches to safeguard both 

the archaeology and the client’s investment. A professional archaeologist will guide you through 

the entire planning process from start to finish and update you regularly on any new developments 

or to discuss any unforeseen circumstances leading to necessary changes.  

 

While the possibility of having to deal with archaeological remains on your site/development may 

seem as worrying prospect, a recent study by Landward Research Ltd (Rocks-Macqueen & Lewis 2019; 

Archaeology_in_Development_Management.pdf 🖳︎) showed that archaeology forms only a minor 

element within any development: of 525,000 planning applications (2017-2018), only 21,700 had 

archaeological implications, of which only 10,000 required investigation and only 55 were subject to 

further requirements to preserve the archaeology. Furthermore, concerns regarding potential 

delays, rising costs or downright impediment to development/construction projects due to 

archaeology were equally shown as completely unfounded by this and related surveys.  

 

For more detailed guidance on the management or the role of archaeology within construction 

projects, the author recommends the recently updated Archaeology and construction: good 

practice guidance 🖳︎  by Construction Industry Research and Information Association (CIRIA) (Nixon 

et al 2021), which provides technical advice as well as  good practice examples (see page 38).   Or the 

excellent Planning and Archaeology 🖳︎ by Historic England. 

 

https://www.algao.org.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Archaeology_in_Development_Management.pdf
https://www.ciria.org/ItemDetail?iProductCode=C799&Category=BOOK&WebsiteKey=3f18c87a-d62b-4eca-8ef4-9b09309c1c91
https://www.ciria.org/ItemDetail?iProductCode=C799&Category=BOOK&WebsiteKey=3f18c87a-d62b-4eca-8ef4-9b09309c1c91
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/planning-archaeology-advice-note-17/
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Breakdown of Archaeology in Planning:          

Or steps you may take (Remember that each stage informs others – and you 

may miss out some depending on the specifics of your site) 

 

1. You decide to (or it is suggested by the planning authority) that you carry out pre application or 
predetermination work prior to submitting a planning application. (This can lead to no further work). 
OR 

2. An appraisal of your application by the Planning Archaeologist has led to archaeological conditions 
being recommended to the Planning Department.   

 
3. A document is sent to you reviewing the background behind the application, the reasons for the 

archaeological works attached to your development. This document can be sent on to 
archaeological contractors you wish to engage. 

 
4. You contact archaeological contractors and provide them with a copy of the planning 

recommendations so that they can produce a costed tender for you and a Written Scheme of 
Investigation (WSI) for the planning archaeologist.                                                                        

(Archaeological contractors can be found on BAJR Register  🖳︎  or CIfA List 🖳︎; you can even use the 
Yellow Pages – though be aware that anyone can add their name to this!)   

 
5. Remember that the cheapest tender is not always the best one! Ensure you understand fully the 

costing procedure and the final product(s) offered by each contractor. Any additional costs should 
always be discussed with you before being added (You can discuss this with the planning 
archaeologist directly).  

 
6. Your chosen Contractor can send a copy of the WSI directly to the planning archaeologist or you can 

will forward it yourself. The WSI must be agreed by the planning archaeologist to assess that it meets 
the minimum requirements for this site. No work can begin on the development until the WSI has 
been agreed! Check if you can start any other elements of construction work before the 
archaeological fieldwork is completed with the Planners, as if you start too early, you may be in 
breach of conditions – however, there may be parts you can start with written agreement. 

 
7. Sign a formal contract (or enter a formal agreement) with the archaeological contractor, that 

agrees and sets out work and payment schedules/milestones and clearly sets out communications 
and actions in the event of additional archaeological works or post-excavation specialist reporting.   

 
8. After the initial archaeological works begin (Evaluation/Field Survey/Watching Brief etc.), the 

planning archaeologist may visit the site to ensure that best practice is being maintained. They may 
visit several times during the duration of your development project. 

 
9. Once the initial phase of archaeological works has been completed, the planning archaeologist will 

decide whether to recommend signing off the condition to the planning department after the 
production of a report (and possibly agree on the strategy for post excavation works, if required).  
OR  
In case of uncovering important or unique finds that will be adversely affected by the development, 
further discussions between the planning archaeologist, the developer and the archaeological 
contractor will take place regarding additional necessary work to protect or record these.   

 
10. Depending on the quality of the archaeology that is discovered, and all reasonable avenues of 

preservation have been explored, further phases of work may be required – and a mitigation 
strategy can be developed. This may lead to a larger excavation in some cases. 

http://www.bajr.org/RACSmap/default.asp
https://www.archaeologists.net/civicrm-contact-distance-search
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11. NOTE, Responsibility for the execution and resourcing of the programme of archaeological work 

(including any post-excavation work) and for the archiving and appropriate level of publication of the 
results lies with the applicant (developer), with advice given by the planning archaeologist and 
contractor.   

 
12. If significant archaeological remains are uncovered, the applicant is encouraged to make provision 

for public accessibility, either through local media involvement, school visits/talk, open days 
(dependent on the site conditions), exhibitions or lectures. Community involvement should be seen 
as a positive step as it can lead to a creation of a local sense of history and adds to community well-
being. 

 
13. Once all the conditions have been met, the archaeological aspect of the planning application can be 

signed off or remain in place until the completion of the post-excavation process. Remember that 
post-excavation process may take significantly longer than the fieldwork, and the responsibility lies 
with the developer to complete this contracted obligation. 
 

 
 
    Simplified diagram of archaeological planning process  (© David Connolly)
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Choosing an archaeological contractor 

As with anything, choosing the right product, or, in this case, the right archaeology contractor is 

essential for any successful development project. Depending on the size and complexity project, 

you might wish to put out a tender to a number of companies, who will respond with their offers or 

perhaps you will want to engage a locally based company or one you have been personally 

recommended by a friend or colleague. The cheapest option might not necessarily be the best 

option; always consider the work they have carried out before!  

 

Where to find archaeology contractor?  

 

There are a large number of archaeological contractors presently operating in the UK and most of 

these can be found either through the British Archaeological Jobs and Resources (BAJR)  OR 

through the Chartered Institute for Archaeologists (CIfA).   

• Register of Professional Archaeological Companies Map| BAJR 🖳︎   

• Find a registered Organisation | Chartered Institute for Archaeologists 🖳︎    

BAJR has long been recognised as a trustworthy independent organisation, representing 

professional archaeologists in the UK.  BAJR has strict informal rules regarding professional ethics 

and standards, which are in concordance with CIfA Codes of Conduct. The BAJR list of contractors 

currently has 336 approved contractors, ranging from large companies to sole traders. However, 

you should be aware that there is no implied recommendation of any company within the BAJR 

directory but we do flag up CIfA accredited individuals and companies (Registered Organisations) . 

CIfA has over 3500 individual members, and around 82 registered organisations (ROs). As well as 

offering accreditation, they provide Codes of Conduct (CIfA 2014, Code of conduct: professional 

ethics in archaeology;  Code of conduct revision – Oct 2022 (CIfA ) 🖳︎  that help maintain standards 

in practice and professional ethics.  

 

How to check before you choose 

 

Most contractors deposit reports and archives via OASIS which is an online reporting form enabling 

archaeological and heritage practitioners to provide information about their investigations to 

regional Historic Environment Records (HER) and the public.    

You can see if they have deposited reports via OASIS via Archaeology Data Service (ADS): Library 

of Unpublished Fieldwork Reports 🖳︎:   

https://www.bajr.org/commercial-companies/
https://www.archaeologists.net/civicrm-contact-distance-search
https://www.archaeologists.net/sites/default/files/Code%20of%20conduct%20revOct2022.pdf
https://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archives/view/greylit/az.cfm
https://archaeologydataservice.ac.uk/archives/view/greylit/az.cfm
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Of course, as this is not a legal requirement, some contractors do not archive their reports via 

OASIS, so also check with the council archaeology officer to see if they have carried out work 

successfully in the area before (Note, due to legal reasons, they may not be able to say directly).  

Sub-standard Practices 

What to do if something has gone awry with your archaeology contractor?  

 

It must be stressed that most archaeological companies or contractors are highly professional and 

governed by strict ethical obligations. However, as with any trade or industry, occasionally 

problems can occur. If, for any reason, you do find yourself in dispute with your archaeology 

contractor, you should be aware that only those companies which are Registered Organisations 

(RO) and individuals that are CIfA members can be complained about to CIfA. Most will say the 

abide by the CIfA Code of Conduct, but only those who are members will be accountable to them 

if there is a dispute, CIfA will then initiate the investigations on your behalf. Remember this while 

choosing a contractor!   

Professional conduct and complaint procedures | Chartered Institute for Archaeologists 🖳︎ 

 

Good communication  

Good communication is key to any successful relationship between archaeological contractor and 

the client!  

Professional archaeological companies and practitioners should         be active partners in the planning 

process and facilitate communication between the client (developer) and the relevant local 

authorities (Local Government Archaeology Services), as well as suggesting the best approaches to 

safeguard both the archaeology and the client’s investment. A professional archaeologist will 

guide you through the entire planning process from start to finish and update you regularly on 

any new developments or to discuss necessary changes. 

Once you have engaged a contractor, subsequent lack of communication or interaction from them 

might point to potential problems! Address this as soon as possible to avoid any misunderstanding 

or surprises!  

What to look out for and what to do 

 

• Unarranged changes to timescale: If a contract was expected to last for three days, and it is 

now running over, your contractor should have informed you immediately. If they have not 

done this, get in touch (in writing) and query their lack of communication and their reason 

for the extension. 

 

https://www.archaeologists.net/regulation/complaints
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• Unscheduled investigations: Any unexpected/new discoveries and/or issues should always 

be communicated to the client (you) before any unscheduled investigations are carried out 

by the archaeology contractor.  

 

• Unagreed Publicity: Any publicity or press communication, regarding discoveries on your 

development site should always be with your written permission – and only after you have 

agreed to the text!   

 

• Equipment and tools: Sometimes first impressions really matter– look at the contractor’s 

equipment when they arrive to site are they well equipped with tools and safety equipment 

or do they shove finds and samples into the supermarket plastic bag and turn up without ? 

 

• No Business Bank Account: If your contractor does not have a business bank account, this 

may also indicate potential problems.  

 

• Site visits: It is strongly recommended that you visit the site regularly, and chat to the 

archaeologists to keep yourself informed. This is especially important if you already feel 

some doubts about your contractor(s) and keep notes. 

 

 
Conclusion 

Within the context of development project/scheme, archaeology is often portrayed as a 

‘Bogeyman’  or something to be feared. Hindering progress and causing unforeseen delays, leading 

to spiralling costs. However, where delays do occur, this is usually caused by the developer 

misunderstanding or ignoring the archaeological conditions and planning requirements attached to 

their site, which is almost always entirely avoidable.   

This document is intended as a brief guide to archaeology within planning process for a small-scale 

developers or house owners carrying out work on their property, like an extension or renovation to 

a historic building. Its aim is to explain the entire process from the initial application with attached 

condition through to finding the right archaeology contractor. It further explains what to do if you 

have any concerns about your contractor.   

While, understandably, the idea of having to have to deal with archaeology on top of the usual 

problems associated with development may seem a frightening prospect, with the help of this brief 

guide, you should find the process less daunting and perhaps even enjoyable. 
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Scotland                                                                                                                                                               

Planning Advice Note 2/11 (Published: 27 July 2011)                        

https://www.gov.scot/publications/pan-2-2011-planning-

archaeology/#:~:text=Planning%20authorities%20should%20include%20appropriate,remains%20when%

20making%20planning%20decisions 🖳︎. 

Northern Ireland                                                                                                                                                         

Planning Policy Statement 6 (PPS 6): Planning Archaeology and the Built Heritage (Published: 

March 1999, Last updated: 12 December 2019)                                                                                               

https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/landing-pages/historic-environment 🖳︎        

                                                                                   

https://www.bajr.org/commercial-companies/
https://www.bajr.org/council/
https://www.archaeologists.net/civicrm-contact-distance-search
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2
https://gov.wales/planning-policy-wales
https://www.gov.scot/publications/pan-2-2011-planning-archaeology/#:~:text=Planning%20authorities%20should%20include%20appropriate,remains%20when%20making%20planning%20decisions
https://www.gov.scot/publications/pan-2-2011-planning-archaeology/#:~:text=Planning%20authorities%20should%20include%20appropriate,remains%20when%20making%20planning%20decisions
https://www.gov.scot/publications/pan-2-2011-planning-archaeology/#:~:text=Planning%20authorities%20should%20include%20appropriate,remains%20when%20making%20planning%20decisions
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/landing-pages/historic-environment
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Appendix 1  
Types of archaeological works 

Predetermination / Early Discussions 

 

In some cases, the archaeological advisor (planning archaeologist) to the planning department may 

feel that they do not have enough information to make an informed decision on a planning 

proposal. In this case they will often request what is called a predetermination, this includes early 

discussions between developers and planning authorities. 

Predetermination will require consultation with archaeological contractor and may include desk-

based assessment (archival research), none-intrusive works such as field survey (walk-over survey) 

or geophysics, intrusive evaluation (test pitting, test trenching etc.), and other methods of 

collecting enough information on the site to allow for an informed decision. 

Predetermination is part of a pre-application process, as the results of the work may or will have 

bearing on the final development and the scope of further work – if required.  

 

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 

 

Although you, as a small-scale developer, are unlikely to be asked to produce a full Environmental 

impact Assessment (EIA), as part of your project, it is worth mentioning this briefly for the sake of 

completeness. With large-scale developments and public works, a full Environmental impact 

Assessment (EIA) is standardly carried out well in advance of a project. Where EIA is required, the 

developer will provide a comprehensive environmental statement setting out the information 

specified in the Regulations about the site and the likely significant effects of the proposed 

development on the environment. 

EIAs should also detail the potential impact of a proposed development on material assets and 

the cultural heritage. This will include the development’s impact on Scheduled Ancient Monuments 

(SAMs) and their settings, other archaeological sites, the potential for the disturbance of presently 

unknown archaeological remains, listed buildings, historic gardens and designed landscapes, 

conservation areas and their settings. 

Often, an environmental consultancy, will provide in-house archaeologists to carry out the study, 

or may prefer to utilise a locally based company with profound knowledge of the area to undertake 

fieldwork. 
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Desk Based Assessments (DBA) 

 

Desk Based Assessment (DBA) normally forms the first element of archaeological works and 

precedes evaluations in the field (fieldwork) as part of a ‘nested’ programme of works– each stage 

informing the next. A DBA will never be asked for as the sole condition, but as the first phase of a 

sequence of works.  

Desk-based assessment can be defined as:  

“a programme of study of the historic environment within a specified area or site on land, in the inter-tidal 

zone or underwater that addresses agreed research and/or conservation objectives. It consists of an analysis 

of existing written, graphic, photographic and electronic information in order to identify the likely heritage 

assets, their interests and significance; the character of the study area, including appropriate consideration of 

the settings of heritage assets; and, in England, the nature, extent and quality of the known or potential 

archaeological, historic, architectural and artistic interest. Significance is to be judged in a local, regional, 

national or international context as appropriate” (CIfA 2014, 4). 

The point of a DBA is to gather information about particular area or a site and its potential for the 

presence of known (and unknown) archaeological features,  together with their significance. 

Available resources that can be  utilised as part of DBA include local Historic Environment Records 

(HER), Local  History Centre archives, Aerial Photographs, Historic Maps, Estate Records and other 

documents. 

This initial archival research will allow the contractor to produce a gazetteer of sites, with a 

description, approximate date, references, and other relevant information, informing the strategy 

for the site’s/area’s investigations. In brief, DBA helps to prepare an informed strategy for further 

works– this can be either a targeted evaluation (machine or hand-trenching) of the site, or a full 

suite of archaeological works, including excavations.   

 

Field Surveys  

 

A Field Survey often takes place prior to a large development and may form part of an 

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). This represents a non-intrusive archaeological appraisal, 

with no ground-breaking works taking place.   

A survey is carried out in a methodical manner, with all archaeological features resulting from the 

past human activity (including the known and newly identified sites) marked onto a plan or map of 

the area– nowadays often directly to Geographical Information System (GIS).  

The field survey includes photographic record, and a brief description for each feature with 

attached sketch plans, where appropriate. Sites are normally located using Differential Global 

Positioning System (DGPS) and sometimes also visually sketched on a map. Occasionally, 

Fieldwalking in ploughed fields can also take place as part of a field-survey. This involves 
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archaeologists collecting surface finds to analyse distribution and predict likelihood for the 

presence of a buried sites, as well as their age; often these can be targeted on known sites 

(Farmer’s or landowner’s permission will always be required!). 

At minimum, the Field survey report (product of the survey) should include a map of all recorded 

sites, a short description and a basic interpretation of their possible function and age as well as an 

assessment of their local or  national significance.  

As with the DBA, the field survey is meant to identify the potential for archaeological features and 

inform the next step in archaeological investigations. The information gathered during this step 

will allow a more accurate prediction of the site’s archaeological potential, with attached cost 

implications. 

 

 

Watching Briefs, Evaluations & Excavations  

Watching Brief 

Watching brief condition is normally put on a development with a low but some potential for 

discovering archaeology, as identified during the prior phase of archaeological works (DBA).  

A watching brief is a specific type of archaeological investigation, which requires on-site presence 

of an experienced archaeologist during any ground-breaking or demolishing works, such as topsoil 

stripping or foundation trenching. Put simply, the ground-breaking works are conducted by a 

developer, with archaeologists observing these in order to identify any buried archaeological 

remains and prevent their loss without due treatment.   

Depending on the type and the scale of any uncovered features, the archaeologist is standardly 

given 2 hours to hand excavate and record a single feature and assess its character. However, if 

significant archaeology is found, this will require reassessment of the strategy, which will require 

input from the planning archaeologist, archaeological project manager and the developer. While 

these are ongoing, all ground-breaking or other potentially destructive works have to be suspended 
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until a satisfactory agreement is reached regarding further treatment of the remains. This can range 

from more time required for the excavation of the remains (with further post-excavation works 

attached) to preservation in-situ and therefore re-design of the construction project. Both have 

potential implications in terms of delays and costs. 

If the potential for buried archaeology on your site is low, but possible, watching brief can present 

a cost-effective option for your development. However, there is always a certain amount of risk 

attached to this approach as it can cause unforeseen delays (and added costs) if significant 

archaeology is found during the construction works. As such, pre-emptive archaeology (prior to any 

development taking place), normally called evaluation, may ultimately form a more economical 

solution.   

 

Evaluation 

Archaeological evaluation represents an appraisal of the development site, by means of 

percentage sampling/trenching of the area covered by the development. This condition to carry 

out an evaluation is usually put on or advised in areas of higher archaeological potential or area 

with possibility of uncovering important archaeological remains. The size and character of an 

evaluation works can vary depending on the site’s location, its archaeological potential and the 

character of the expected archaeology. This is why a professional and dedicated archaeological 

advisor is required to advise the council planning officer – who will place the condition on the 

site/development. 

An evaluation takes place prior to any development/construction works and is intended to supply 

a better understanding of the archaeological implications of proposed works upon development 

site. As a developer, you are responsible for engaging appropriately qualified archaeologists or an 

archaeological company to carry out these works. Following DBA, they will carry out the evaluation 

by means of machine trenching (or less commonly by hand) spread evenly across the site or 

stripping the topsoil and mapping and sampling any uncovered features (Strip Map & Sample). 

Evaluation is carried out to confirm the presence of archaeology, its extent, depth, period, as well 

as the quality of preservation.  

This form of investigation is concluded with a production of an evaluation report, which, depending 

on the findings, may indicate that more work is required before any decision can be made regarding 

an appropriate archaeological response to the proposed works. This may lead to a mitigation 

strategy (avoiding disturbing the archaeology) or further excavation.  

 

The evaluation report might indicate one of the following and allows the planning archaeologist to 

recommend a future course of action: 

• No further archaeological measures are necessary. (You are free to proceed with your 

development as the conditions have been satisfied.) 

 

• The need to conserve the archaeological features uncovered requires the proposed 

development to be revised to minimise impact (Also known as ‘preservation in-situ’). 
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• A further detailed scheme of full archaeological investigation will be necessary prior 

to, or during, the proposed works. (This may be excavations before the construction takes 

place and/or watching brief during construction works; it may also involve more detailed 

specialist post-excavation conservation strategy.) 

 

• In highly exceptional circumstances, the development may be refused.  

 

Full Excavation 

 

Full or salvage excavation may only be necessary if no feasible solution of preserving the 

archaeological site  in-situ can be found within the overall development scheme. Occasionally, 

research excavation aimed at resolving a valid research question may also take place as a result of 

intended development (usually as part of regional research framework agenda) and this normally 

has alternate sources of funding (although the developer may contribute for public benefit). 

Archaeological excavation can be defined as a programme of intrusive fieldwork designed to 

recover the maximum of information from archaeological remains by means of controlled 

dismantling/digging of the archaeological site. Excavation is in essence a destructive process and 

consists of multiple linked elements: hand-digging and examination of archaeological 

deposits/sites, recovery of finds and samples, recording and interpretation of uncovered 

archaeology.  
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Excavation is followed by a period of post-excavation processing and study of finds and samples 

and publication of the results. Normally, the condition will be satisfied with production of 

excavation report, sometimes known as a Data Structure Report (DSR) summarising all the results 

and findings from the excavations. However, further specialist publications may be required in 

cases where unique and important archaeology has been uncovered. Depending on the importance 

of site, post-excavation may also involve a considerable specialist study and conservation of 

artefacts (finds) and further funding will be required for these (some funding may be available 

from the National Bodies, however, this is not common or guaranteed). 

Given the time and effort required for excavation and post-excavation processing, this always 

represents the most expensive option for dealing with archaeological sites/remains.  As such, the 

preferred alternative is to preserve archaeology in-situ, and this option should always be explored 

and suggested to you as a developer by your archaeological contractor, provided it is at all feasible 

(see Mitigation). 

 

Historic Building Survey (HBR) 

Historic Building Survey (HBR) refers to a specialist archaeological examination of upstanding 

building/structure, in order to uncover any surviving period features or any evidence for the 

building’s original character and age. This is usually carried out prior to the proposed demolition or 

alteration of a building of known or suspected historical value (antiquity). HBR can also be 

undertaken on a designated structure of special significance (listed/scheduled) to inform any 

subsequent restoration or conservation strategies.  
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If a building incorporates medieval or post-medieval elements, dating from before AD 1700, 

preservation in-situ of such structure will very likely be required and certainly no removal or 

alteration of period features will be permitted without full archaeological consultation and 

supervision.   

At present, there are approximately 4 levels of HBR recording (see table below), with the basic 

Level 1 applied to less significant historic structures or where historic buildings are not to be 

significantly impacted by proposed development and complex Level 4 reserved for unique buildings 

of special historical value, which is to be heavily impacted by development. Note, in reality these 

are very broad levels/categories and are usually defined more closely on a case-by-case basis.   

 

• LEVEL 1 : Photographic survey (selective), sketches, a basic descriptive note on notable 

structural elements and structure’s history.  

 

• LEVEL 2 : Photographic survey, phased floor plan, description of each room and exterior, 

brief description of development and history.  

 

• LEVEL 3 : Photographic survey, phased floor plan, drawing of main elevations, descriptions 

of each room and exterior, detailed description of development and history. Some samples 

may be taken (render, mortar etc).  

 

• LEVEL 4 : Photographic survey, floor plan phasing, d r a w i n g  o f  all elevations, detailed 

descriptions of each room and exterior, detailed description of development and history. 

Examination of building fabric, paint, wallpaper, mortar samples, intrusive investigation. 

Research towards the full publication of the results. 

Available architect plans and elevations can be of help to archaeology contractors but be aware 

that they are not designed for the same purpose as archaeological plans and drawings. Architect 

plans normally do not show changes in build, details of building material, window type, repairs, 

blockings etc. This is the reason why new plans and elevations will be required as part of HBR 

survey.  

Each HBR will be accompanied by a production of HBR report summarising the results of the 

survey. Irrespective of the survey Level (1-4), the report should at minimum include: a non-

technical summary, aims and objectives, methodology used, general structural description, any 

documentary and cartographic evidence consulted (with references), analysis and conclusions. It 

should also include illustrations, such as phased plan, maps, photographs, and appendices (for 

example list of samples or photographs) appropriate to each Level of record.   

Treatment of Human Remains 

In some rare instances, your development may disturb or have the potential of disturbing human 

burials. This may be the case if your development consists of essential works near or within church 

or cemetery grounds or if you happen upon previously unknown burials.  
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There are  clear set strict laws regarding the unearthing of human remains – it is illegal to move or 

disturb human remains or fail to report their discovery! If it is found that burials have been 

disturbed and not reported, this can have serious consequences for those involved.   

 Because of the possibility that the bones may represent a recent victim of a crime, all discoveries of 

skeletal (human) remains must be reported to either   the Coroner (in England and Wales)  or 

Procurator Fiscal (in Scotland). If in doubt, contact your local police station and county/planning 

archaeologist. There are also a number of further actions that will be required to comply with 

current legislation (which is constantly changing) but the archaeological contractor will take care of 

these for you. 

As before, it is best to avoid any disturbance or the removal of burials, unless absolutely 

necessary. If this is unavoidable, burials will have to be treated with due dignity and will require 

special care in excavation and removal, as well as post-excavation treatment and reburial. This 

has to be conducted  by an archaeologist or a forensic specialist and given the necessary 

required care, this can prove very costly.   

 

Post-Excavation  

Post-excavation is often overlooked requirement on development projects. However, you should 

be aware that it can take up as much, or even more time, than the actual fieldwork. Without a 

post-excavation strategy, the whole process  of data and material retrieval in the field would be 

futile.  

Archaeology is essentially a data 

collection exercise and therefore 

any information and material 

recovered during excavation or 

survey must be collated, studied, 

recorded, archived, and published; 

as well as conserved in case of rare 

finds. Depending on the type of 

material recovered, post-excavation 

analysis can involve a whole suite of 

specialists– from ceramic experts to 

soil and environmental scientists or 

osteoarchaeologists. Material may 

also be sent for    C14 (radiocarbon) 

dating or to be dated by dendrochronologist (tree ring dating). 

After the analysis is completed, all the reports must be collated and written-up , before  final 

account is prepared and published. Often a single DSR report detailing the work carried out in the 

field and a section on the finds analysis will be sufficient. However, some complex or important 

sites might take years to fulfil the project design requirements.  
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The more complex the archaeology and the richer the material recovered; the more time will be 

required for the post-excavation analysis. This can form a significant part of the overall budget. 

Ensure that an agreement is reached before any work starts and that it clearly states the level of 

post-excavation expected and your obligations in this phase of works.  

Although some complex and unique sites can be supported by government agencies, this is the 

exception and therefore initial consultation with the archaeological contractor and the planning 

archaeologist must be entered into to understand the full implications of the proposed works. 

2022-12-16 

 

Mitigation 

Mitigation is a process designed to remove or minimise the impact of a development on the 

archaeology. Archaeological contractors will advise the developer and the planning archaeologist, 

as to the best solution to fulfil the requirements of the condition, with the least damage to the 

archaeology. The agreed approach, aimed at minimising impact on the archaeological resource, 

will form part of a project design. 

 

The key mitigation strategies may involve one or a combination of the following: 

• In-situ preservation of archaeological remains by means of altering the development to 

avoid or incorporate/accommodate these without directly impacting these; no 

archaeological works required 

• A full programme of archaeological investigation and dissemination of the results (see full 

excavation); recovery of all crucial material and information  

 

Preservation in-situ (meaning ‘in original place’) represents the key phrase and sentiment 

frequently expressed within heritage management sector and you may encounter it during your 

time as developer or applicant. Put simply, this approach favours none-intrusive investigations of 

archaeological remains in order to avoid any disturbance and insure their survival. While in the 

context of development, this is often not feasible, if a none-intrusive method of dealing with the 

buried or upstanding archaeology can be found within the overall development scheme, then this 

should always be given preference.  

 

You will be glad to know that the     archaeological conditions are not imposed to provide infinite 

work for archaeologists, but to protect the limited and fragile resource of our shared heritage. 

Remember, as well as safeguarding the heritage, this approach will most likely also save you 

money. 
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Appendix 2  
Glossary of common archaeological terms in 
relation to development  

Appraisal: A review, often within the planning framework of the Historic Environment Record (HER), to 

decide whether a development application has the potential for the presence of archaeology. The appraisal 

may or may not lead to a condition being put on the site. 

Archaeological monitoring: Archaeological monitoring involves an archaeologist being present on site during  

the  course of development works (which may include conservation works, restoration, demolition or ground-

breaking works). Archaeologist’s presence is required in order to identify and protect archaeological deposits, 

features or objects, which may be uncovered or otherwise affected by the works (See also Watching Brief). 

Brief: A type of document, often created by the planning archaeologist to provide an outline of the 

requirements that must be addressed by the developer, together with an indication of the scope of works that 

will be required. This allows the Contracting Archaeologist or Archaeology Company to prepare a Written 

Scheme of Investigation (see below) detailing their approach to meeting the Brief  Requirements. Can be 

called Project Outline. 

CIfA (Chartered Institute for Archaeologists): It is an organisation for practicing archaeologists in the United 

Kingdom that promotes professional standards and ethics for conserving, managing, understanding and 

promoting heritage. 

Client: The individual or organisation that has undertaken to fund the programme of archaeological works. 

Often the Client is the Developer or Applicant seeking planning permission. 

Conservation: The careful protection, preservation, restoration, and management of cultural resources, 

including artefacts, features, and even whole or partial archaeological sites. 

Consultant: An (archaeology) expert providing objective and independent advice to the applicant/developer 

based on strict professional standards. Their work often entails seeking the best solution for the client 

through negotiation/dialogue with the planning archaeologist. Contractor can be hired as a consultant. 

Contractor: A person or organisation commissioned to undertake archaeological research and fieldwork 

either to a brief or as part of general requirement for archaeological investigation set by a planning 

archaeologist. The Contractor may be a sole trader or a large Unit with specialist staff. 

County Archaeologist: An archaeologist employed by a County Council as the curatorial archaeologist 

responsible for that local government area. The County Archaeologist is responsible for the archaeology 

(sites, finds etc) within the County/respective area and maintains the area’s Sites and Monuments Record 

(See also Curatorial Archaeologist, Planning Archaeologist and Heritage/Community Archaeologist). 

Cultural Resource: Broad definition of an archaeological feature, site, structure or other form of heritage that 

is deemed to be of value to the country either on a local, regional or national level.  

Curatorial Archaeologist: An archaeologist (organisation) responsible for the management of archaeological 

and cultural      resource (See also County Archaeologist, Planning Archaeologist and Heritage/Community 

Archaeologist). 
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Data structure report (DSR): The key immediate product of an archaeological excavation (in Scotland) , 

usually published/produced within 3 months after the completion of the excavation. DSR represents an 

intermediate technical summary of the findings and provides recommendations for any future work, 

including post-excavations.     In development, DSR is usually sufficient to satisfy planning condition but where 

important archaeology is found, further academic publication, underpinned by extended period of post-

excavation study will be required.  

Desk-based assessment (DBA): An assessment carried out off-site of both the known and potential 

archaeological resource within a specified area. A study involves existing archival sources, such as Historic 

Environment Records (HERs), Historic Maps, Published and unpublished documentary Sources, Aerial 

Photographs or LiDAR imagery. The study will provide sufficient evidence for a decision to be reached on the 

study area’s potential for containing archaeology.  

Development control: under the Planning Acts (legislation), the development control refers to the planning 

authority’s remit for deciding on planning applications and enforcing compliance with the current planning 

laws. 

Excavation: Intrusive archaeology fieldwork, which examines, records and recovers archaeological remains by 

means of managed dismantling. Excavation usually results in a further programme of post-excavation (finds 

processing and analyses) and Publication(s). Sometimes, it can also lead to further excavation to resolve 

particular questions. 

Evaluation: A limited programme of non-intrusive and/or intrusive fieldwork, which determines the presence 

or absence of archaeology within a specified area (development site). This may take the form of a machine or 

hand-excavation of a percentage of the site, geophysical or topographical survey. It is usually carried out well 

in advance of development in order to establish requirements for any further work and to prevent 

unnecessary delays to the development.  

Field survey: n o n - i n t r u s i v e  multi-disciplinary study of archaeological remains within particular 

landscape or area. Designed to collect maximum information through observation of landscape. Can employ a 

suite of techniques from aerial prospection to geophysics. 

Fieldwalking: A form of archaeological evaluation focused on            examination of the site/ area through 

systematic walking and collection/recording of surface artefacts (see also walkover survey). 

Geophysical survey: A type of survey which records/examines sub-surface archaeology by means of non-

destructive technologies. These can include Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR), Resistivity and Magnetometry. 

This type of archaeological investigation requires a specialist to both use the field equipment and interpret 

the data. When used in combination with Topographic survey (records surface features) the results can be 

very effective, though it is very dependent on soil and geological conditions within the site area. 

GIS (Geographical Information System): a range of techniques using the graphic capabilities of computers for 

an integrated analysis of maps, images, sites and finds. GIS is capable of storing and analysing vast amount of 

data and  has rapidly become essential tool for archaeologists and is frequently used to interpret the historic 

landscape and to assess potential for archaeology within given area. 

In-situ (in situ): In archaeology, the Latin term meaning ‘on site’ or ‘in position’ is used to refer to 

archaeological artefacts, structures, features or deposits that are in their original place and which have not 

been disturbed by any subsequent activities.   

Historic building record: An archaeological examination of upstanding building/structure of historical and/or 

cultural significance. The methodology covers different levels of examination—from simple to more detailed, 
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depending on the significance of the structure. The levels range from a simple photographic and sketch 

survey to a detailed record, including sampling of building material or dendrochronology (tree-ring dating) 

(see also Standing Building Record, SBR). 

Historic Environment Record (HER): The HER is a series of linked databases, maintained by UK Councils, that 

hold information on known archaeological sites, finds, landscapes, buildings and other aspects of the historic 

environment. In addition, it also contains information on past archaeological research and investigations. In 

its scope, HER is more comprehensive than a Sites and Monuments Record (SMR), see below. 

Method statement: see Brief or Project design 

Mitigation: a process designed to remove or minimise the impact of a development on the archaeology. 

Planning archaeologist: A person or organisation responsible for the conservation and management of 

archaeological evidence by virtue of official or statutory duty, including for example County or District 

Archaeological Officers and staff of national bodies, such as English Heritage CADW and Historic Scotland. 

Planning conditions: conditions attached to a planning permission under the Planning Acts. 

Preapplication / Predetermination: A Predetermination will require consultation with the archaeological 

contractor and may include a range of investigations to collect enough information on the site to allow for an 

informed decision by the planning authority. 

Project design: A written statement on the project's objectives, methods, timetable and resources; providing 

the framework for the execution of the project, set out in sufficient detail to be quantified, costed, 

implemented and monitored. This would normally be prepared by an archaeologist or organisation 

undertaking the fieldwork, frequently in response to a brief or specification. 

Project outline: see a Brief. 

Regional Research Frameworks: The regional research frameworks complement a national strategy but 

relate to the state of knowledge in each region or a country. They can cover archaeology, the built 

environment, landscapes and maritime heritage. They are normally organised by geographical area and then 

periods.  

Remote sensing: the use of aerial or satellite reconnaissance and photography to discover and interpret 

archaeological sites and landscape features, whether visible on the surface or buried, and the use on the 

ground of geophysical instruments to locate buried sites. 

Site: An area set out for an archaeological investigation, this is usually defined as an area of excavation but 

could refer to a building, or a survey area. One site can consist of multiple excavations (trenches) or test-pits 

and/or structures. 

Site archive: This contains all the information and material gathered during fieldwork which will be 

catalogued, ordered and indexed. It represents the original record of the project's results and will include the 

original photographs, plans, record sheets, sample registers, notebooks etc. 

Sites and monuments record (SMR): A database (usually computerised and sometimes online) of all 

archaeological sites and find locations from a given area, usually a county, maintained by the County Council, 

and adopted by formal resolution (see also Historic Environment Record). 
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Specification: A written schedule of works required for a particular project (by a curator, planning 

archaeologist or a client), set out in sufficient detail to be quantified, costed, implemented and monitored. 

Normally prepared by or agreed with the relevant curator. 

Standing building record: (see Historic Building Record) 

Stratigraphy: the building block of archaeology, where careful excavation and recording determines the 

precise sequence of events that took place to create the deposits, cuts and features  that have been 

uncovered. 

Strip Map & Sample:  The topsoil is stripped, the surface is cleaned back and archaeological features are 

‘mapped’ and then a decision is made about what features are examined in more detail.  

 

Test pit: a small (usually 1m x 1m) excavation to give an indication of the underlying soil / deposit profiles. 

Test pits may be dug prior to a full evaluation (excavation), which can be sited based on the result of test 

pitting or may be all that is required to fulfil the project brief or the planning condition. 

Topographic survey: A detailed analysis of the ground surface of the site, resulting in a contour plan (from a 

flat 2D plan to a 3D computer model. Can help to recognise buried landscape features or features that are too 

slight or too large to see with the naked eye. 

Trial trenches: Trenches (usually linear and long), usually machine dug to evaluate an area’s potential for archaeology 

without having to resort to an open area excavation. Can be also referred to as evaluation trenches (see also Evaluation). 

Watching brief: A formal programme of observation and investigation conducted by an archaeologist during 

any operation  carried out for non-archaeological reasons within a specified area or site, where  there is a 

possibility that archaeological deposits may be disturbed or destroyed by the development. Requires 

presence of archaeologists during any ground-breaking or alteration works. The observations and discoveries 

made during the course of watching brief will be summarised in the report and accompanied by an archive 

(see also Archaeological monitoring). 

Written Scheme of Investigation (WSI): A Written Scheme of Investigation is a method statement that clearly 

details and documents the process and approach to undertaking a Programme of Archaeological Works. 

Normally prepared as a response to a planning condition, a WSI defines how the archaeology and/or heritage 

works will be undertaken against set objectives and in-line with local and national guidance (also known as 

method statement). 

 


