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1
BACKGROUND TO THE REPORT

The Conservation Plan for Woodeaton Manor was commissioned in April 2004 with the encouragement of English Heritage, as the necessary basis for important decisions on the future of the site. While such a Plan would normally be the first rather than final stage of the process, it still has a key role in defining what aspects of the site are significant and merit protection, what uses are most appropriate, and what measures are necessary to ensure good standards of care. The full Plan, covering all aspects of the site, will not be completed until late August.  This preliminary report is submitted as an indication of views on appropriate uses and how best to manage their potential impacts.

2
UNDERSTANDING AND ASSESSMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE
2.1
Initial work has aimed at developing an understanding of the site and its significance. The importance of the buildings is reflected in their listed status as of special architectural or historic interest, the mansion house as Grade II*, (‘particularly important buildings of more than special interest’ - a group making up just over 4% of the total listed), and the ancillary buildings (stable block; water tower, workshops and boundary walls; walled garden; folly) as Grade II (‘buildings of special interest which warrant every effort being made to preserve them’)
. Other structures within the curtilage of the listed buildings are, if built before 1 July 1948, included within the protection created by the listing. 

2.2
The listing indicates the overall importance of the buildings, but the task of the Conservation Plan is to establish in more detail the qualities and types of significance represented.   Consideration so far has focussed on the mansion house, built in 1775 and extended in 1790-91 with John Soane as architect, and on the associated stable block.  The completed Plan will consider also the earlier development of the site and the full range of elements represented: other buildings, the setting of the site, and the natural history of the property.

2.3
In defining significance, the Conservation Plan process uses criteria such as architectural design, plan form, decoration and craftsmanship; historic interest; associations with important people and events; group value; age and rarity; intactness and degree of survival, as well as visual qualities and present-day communal significance.  

Considerable significance for Woodeaton Manor is established by the quality and extent of its interior decoration, and by the association with Sir John Soane, one of Britain’s greatest architects, responsible for the 1790s east wing and possibly also for much of the decorative detail in the main house. The importance of his work at Woodeaton is enhanced by being carried out for John Weyland, owner of the Manor and Governor of the Bank of England, the institution which appointed Soane as its own Architect in 1788 and was thus patron for his masterpiece in the rebuilding and expansion of the Bank. Woodeaton Manor also seems especially worthy of being valued by Oxfordshire, as the only work in his native county by Soane, born almost certainly at Goring in 1753, the son of a local bricklayer. 

2.4
The architectural importance of the Manor lies in its overall design and the quality of detail of its 18th century interiors: the plasterwork friezes/cornices in the principal rooms, the range of fireplaces from very grand to modest (many still with early grates); the doors and decorative doorcases (especially the African mahogany doors, and the survival of some early door furniture); window glazing and shutters; the jib doors with false book spines and the rare angled pier glasses with veneered console tables (all in the Library); the main stair with wrought iron balustrade, etc. Many of these features are delicate and vulnerable, and all merit the most careful protection and skilled conservation to ensure their survival for the future.

Other categories of significance, for the site and buildings as a whole, will be identified as work on the Plan progresses.

3
CONSULTATION PROCESS

Development of the Plan has been based on consultation with a number of people, whose assistance is gratefully acknowledged: John Ashdown; Anne Battersby (Head of Northern House School); Mark Blencowe (Head of Northfield School); Keith Borien (Premises Development Group, OCC); Deborah Dance (Secretary, Oxford Preservation Trust); Dr Diane Green (Historic Buildings Inspector, English Heritage); John Griffin; Jenny Hardt (Conservation Assistant, South Oxfordshire DC); Dr Peter Hore (Chair, Woodeaton Parish Meeting); John Kelly (OCC Emergency Planning); Anne Pearce (Acting Head, Woodeaton Manor School); Councillor Anne Purse (OCC); Philip Scott (Atkins Asset Management); Gillian Tee (Children’s Services, OCC); Steve Whatmore (Chair of Governors, Woodeaton Manor School). 

4
ASSESSMENTS OF APPROPRIATE USES

4.1
The role of the Conservation Plan is not simply to justify (or reject) any specific proposals for the site, but to provide guidance on appropriate uses and criteria on which to base decisions.  The Plan will also set out policies framed to protect the site’s significance under whatever appropriate use is selected.   

In considering the future conservation of Woodeaton Manor, we have assessed for their potential impact the range of educational options examined by the LEA over the past year. Our views on appropriate uses are influenced by our understanding of current use and of the other proposals put forward during 2004, and we summarise these first.

4.2
Summary of the present position, former and current proposals
4.2.1
Present position: Current designation of the school is for up to 40 pupils with Moderate Learning Difficulties (MLD), a role in which it has enjoyed considerable success. In reviewing Special Educational Needs in the county, however, the option to concentrate all MLD places at Woodeaton (freeing Iffley Mead School for other uses) was not pursued, partly because of the currently high number involved - about 120 places, though the total is gradually declining in line with government policy to educate MLD pupils in mainstream schools. 

4.2.2
Former proposals: Instead, the proposals put forward in January 2004 involved two options: 

• 
to transfer all pupils within the full range of Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties (EBD) from Northfield School to Woodeaton (up to 80 children) and to close Northfield (Option 2); or 

· to transfer to Woodeaton only those pupils at the Emotional/Social Difficulties (ESD) end of the EBD spectrum (up to 40 children), and operate Woodeaton as an annex of Northfield (Option 1). 

Each of these options would have involved residential accommodation for children (up to 7 nights a week throughout the year), with further alterations required to the bedrooms in the house and stable block.  Both options were considered unacceptable by English Heritage because of the high level of risk from full EBD use, the problem of defining a clear distinction between the two groups within the EBD continuum, and the difficulties of adequately managing the distinction if Woodeaton were operated as an annex of Northfield.

4.2.3
Current proposals: In response to these comments, revised proposals have been formulated:

• 
Northfield School to be retained for pupils at the ‘B’ (Behavioural) end of the EBD spectrum, reducing the number of places from 80 to 60, while continuing to search for an alternative site for the school

• Woodeaton Manor to be re-designated, as a separate autonomous school with its own Head and Governors, for up to 40 children with definable Emotional/Social Difficulties requiring a therapeutic approach (ESD), with residential places for up to 17 of these. The intention would be to transfer 20 pupils from Northfield from September 2004, with up to 20 more being phased in from their present schools.

4.3
Assessments of appropriate educational uses
These three categories of use have been assessed for their compatibility with the historic buildings at Woodeaton.  The key consideration is the degree of risk to significant historic fabric which each use constitutes, and the potential for minimising levels of risk through management procedures or protection measures.  

In essence, any school uses may seem inappropriate for a vulnerable historic building, threatening high levels of wear and tear and risks of incidental damage. In practice, many country houses were adapted to such uses during the 20th century and were possibly thereby saved from a common pattern of demolition, especially during the 1940s and 50s. Woodeaton Manor is such a building. Since purchase in 1948 educational uses and the commendable care exercised by the authority and school staff have encouraged a generally benign regime in which much of significance has been protected. There has been some loss of historic character, especially in the subdivision of rooms and in the conversion of the stable block to residential use, though on the whole alterations have been well handled and impacts minimised.

4.4
Assessment of present uses: for pupils with Moderate Learning Difficulties
With experience built up over time and the quality of care shown by the present staff, this category of use has been well controlled and there has been little significant damage to the historic building. Respect for the house’s character and setting has generally been shown by the relatively governable MLD users, though some wear and tear and other examples of damage have been sustained.  The school has been educationally highly successful, and there is a good and supportive relationship with the local village community.  

If the Manor is to be retained for educational uses, continuation of this present use at its current density (with a range of necessary improvements in protection and maintenance procedures) would appear to be the most appropriate of the educational options, and perhaps it is regrettable that the authority has not been able to pursue it.


4.5
Assessment of former proposals (Option 2): for pupils with EBD needs
The behavioural difficulties experienced at the ‘B’ end of the EBD spectrum would constitute a degree of risk to the vulnerable fabric of the Manor which is unacceptable, as was argued by English Heritage and as is now generally agreed. The required provision for the full range of EBD pupils, of a ‘robust and resilient environment’ (Designing for Pupils with Special Needs, DfE Building Bulletin 77 (1992), p17) clearly rules out use of a building such as Woodeaton. 

The proposition to separate out a group of children at the ‘E’ end of the spectrum as more appropriate to Woodeaton Manor (Option 1 of the January 2004 proposals) also raised problems of definition and the danger of borderline cases introducing to the site unacceptable degrees of behavioural risk. For this reason it was also rejected by English Heritage, when the intention was to operate both schools within a unified EBD management. It seems essential that no child with recognised behavioural difficulties could be transferred to Woodeaton through weak procedures, mistaken referral, or the pressure of circumstance. Certainly Woodeaton Manor should be excluded from the search for new premises into which Northfield School might be relocated in the future.

4.6
Assessment of revised (current) proposals:  for pupils with ESD needs
4.6.1
It is maintained by the educational specialists consulted that the ‘E’ end of EBD is a realistically definable group with Emotional and Social Difficulties requiring a therapeutic approach.  The distinction is now being urged by government, arguing that the two groups - ESD and EBD - have quite different, and sometimes conflicting, needs which are not best met within the same  school. Separate education as the most effective way to meet the needs of the two groups seems likely eventually to become the national pattern. 

4.6.2
Education staff have also commented that ESD children constitute no greater, and probably a rather smaller, risk of damaging behaviour than the current MLD group. Criteria have been drafted by OCC Children’s Services to guide the selection of children in the ESD group for admission to Woodeaton if the proposal goes ahead, and these would form part of the redesignation of Woodeaton as an autonomous school, dedicated to ESD use only and  registered as such with the DfES.   The designated use could not subsequently be altered without the Department’s approval.

4.6.3
There remains the difficulty of defining a clear line of distinction between the two groups, with the consequent problem of borderline cases. To meet this difficulty, it has been suggested that a third group could be created to take in the centre-ground of the EBD continuum, which would remain with the ‘B’ end of the spectrum and not be considered for admission to Woodeaton. This suggestion for a ‘buffer zone’ is adopted in the Draft Policies in 5.3 below. 

4.6.4
The current, revised proposals, for defined ESD use of Woodeaton Manor, appear to meet a number of the objections to the former proposals, with the re-assurance also that the use constitutes no greater behavioural threat than the present MLD group.  However, there will remain risks in changing to untried new uses, and in consistently applying new selection criteria, and these would need to be closely monitored.


For the current proposals for use by ESD children to be regarded as acceptable, the change would need to be accompanied by a framework of policies and procedures firmly and consistently applied. Without such measures on admissions, protection and care, the uses as proposed could not be regarded as appropriate.


It is the case, however, that even with the retention of current uses, a Conservation Plan would have needed to recommend the adoption of policies to protect the site and maintain it to the high standards required by its historic significance.

Safeguarding of the cultural significance of the site would, in addition, be much strengthened by a formal acknowledgement that OCC bears a dual responsibility at Woodeaton Manor - to secure the best educational outcome for its pupils, but equally to ensure high standards of stewardship for the important heritage asset in its care. 
Policies and procedures to cover both these areas of responsibility are set out in Section 5. 

4.7
Appropriate uses: the control of future intervention
An important factor in assessing appropriate uses is the degree of physical alteration needed to fit a building for a particular purpose. School uses demand high standards of fire protection and escape, and adequate access for users with disabilities, in line with the Disability Discrimination Act (1995) - in the case of Woodeaton, as applied to historic buildings. We understand that current fire protection measures are considered adequate (they have been sensitively incorporated into the buildings), but there remains a concern that improvements to access could make demands which it would be difficult to meet. Any such improvements would need to be designed for minimum impact, and would be limited by the constraints imposed by the historic building.  It would not be practicable, for example, to consider a lift connection between floors, and considerably more modest solutions would need to be explored.  

The likelihood that such a requirement is anticipated would need to influence any decision to proceed with current proposals, and the Conservation Plan will propose means for controlling any such future interventions. Improved access arrangements would require Listed Building Consent, which may not be forthcoming for a damaging scheme.   There should be an Impact Assessment carried out before development of proposals, if any future physical changes to the building are being considered.
4.8
Existing use: Emergency Planning Requirements


In addition to its educational uses, Woodeaton Manor has housed since the early 1960s the specially-built Emergency Operations Centre for the county, effectively formed below ground as a western extension to the main house. The Centre has its own considerable historic interest as a now fairly rare form of Cold War provision, though still meeting an active modern requirement, and enhances the significance of the building complex as a whole. Relationship with the school presents few problems, though any major changes in the type of educational use (for example to full EBD use) would require a greater degree of protection and separation for the Centre, identified in its risk assessment. This could introduce into the immediate setting of the house intrusive features from which it is largely at present free. 

The existence of the centre could have an impact on any future sale of the Manor, or create a need for relocation elsewhere with consequent loss of historic significance for the site as a whole.

4.9
Alternative uses
If current proposals are not adopted, the Manor would probably be placed on the open market to find new uses.  Should the current proposals be adopted as appropriate but in the event prove to have unacceptable impacts on the building, the new uses would need to be terminated, leading to a similar outcome.  The need to retain the Emergency Planning HQ on-site or replace it elsewhere could affect any decision to sell. 

Any consideration of alternative future uses ought to be made the subject of a separate study.  Such a study would consider the range of other uses and assess each for its potential impact on the significance of the site. The range might include private domestic use (as a single unit as designed, or converted into apartments), institutional uses (university or college centre, nursing home etc.) or hospitality functions (country house hotel, conference centre etc.) Each of these could bring its own pressures on the historic building, as well as perhaps introducing a requirement for additional building in the vulnerable setting of the house.  Careful assessment would be needed to identify acceptable alternative uses, and discharge the responsibility which OCC bears for the important cultural asset in its care.

5
DRAFT POLICY PROPOSALS

5.1
Current proposals would re-designate Woodeaton Manor as a school catering for the educational needs of pupils in the defined ESD group. For this new use to be regarded as appropriate in securing protection of the historic building, a range of policies would be required.  These are set out here as draft policies, with the issues they address and the measures by which they would need to be implemented. Draft policies cover the critical areas of: 

· formal acknowledgement of responsibility

· assessment and admissions procedures

· protection measures

· conservation and maintenance standards

· enhancement of historic significance

· management, monitoring and review 

5.2
Formal statement of purpose


Issue: 
At this turning point in the life of Woodeaton Manor, it would be valuable for OCC formally to acknowledge its dual responsibility: to promote proper long-term care of the Manor as well as to discharge its educational duties through occupation of the site. 

As one aspect of this, future levels of concern for the site similar to those shown by the present staff would also need to be ensured.


Draft Policy:




The care of Woodeaton Manor and protection of its significance should be formally placed with educational objectives at the heart of management and future planning for the site 


Implementation:

· OCC should formally acknowledge its dual responsibility for Woodeaton Manor

· The Conservation Plan to be formally approved as the basis for future site management, together with the need to work closely with the advice on conservation matters of the local planning authority and of English Heritage

· Responsibility for the historic building to be incorporated in the mission statement for the school, and in the Governors’ responsibilities. The present governing body should remain in being, providing continuity through any future change

· An appreciation of the needs of the historic building to be incorporated in the job description and person specification for the Head and other staff, with training and induction required for new appointments 
· OCC should seek to ensure local representation on the governing body.  The Conservation Plan’s recommendation would be for two Governors to be drawn from Woodeaton village (in addition to any resident staff members as Governors), one of whom would normally be Chair of the Parish Meeting

· Appointment to the Governing Body of a person with particular expertise and concern for historic building issues

· Links with the village to be further strengthened by reciprocal arrangements (school fete, use of church for school celebrations, Parish Meeting held in school etc.)

· Public accountability for the significant cultural asset to be reflected in occasional public access through eg. annual Heritage Open Days, and through promoting knowledge of the building through local and other media.  

5.3
Assessment and admissions procedures

Issue: 
For effective restriction of admission to the ESD group, it would be essential to maintain procedures for firm and consistent application of the admissions policy. If  the necessary controls for protection of the house are seen regularly to be failing, then the uses are no longer appropriate and would need to be terminated


Draft Policy:




Admissions policy and educational uses at Woodeaton Manor School should be managed to minimise potential impacts, ensuring that only those pupils with ESD needs compatible with the vulnerable nature of the site are admitted

Implementation:

· A detailed Impact Assessment will be necessary if any future physical changes to the building are being considered, together with a strategy to mitigate their effect.

· A clear statement of the assessment process should be formulated to ensure that only those assessed as belonging within the defined ESD group may be referred to Woodeaton

· A borderline group to be created at the centre of the EBD spectrum which would not be considered for admission to Woodeaton, ensuring a more reliable identification of those ESD children who would benefit from the school

· The Head of Woodeaton School to be closely involved in the  assessment and  admissions process from the earliest stage and, subject to the statutory responsibilities of the LEA, to have a particular responsibility for ensuring application of the admissions policy to minimise risk to the historic building. The LEA must consult the governing body about each child before making a decision on admission, ensuring that the criteria for admission are adhered to.   
· Close regular working to be maintained with the Heads of Northfield and  Northern House Schools to help secure a dependable and co-ordinated assessment process

· Measures to be in place to allow speedy reversal of any mistaken admissions decision which places the historic building at risk
· Numbers to be strictly limited to 40, but no child which fails to meet the assessment criteria should be admitted simply because spaces are available. 

5.4
Protection measures

Issue:
Even with a relatively low-risk group, damage from wear and tear and from other causes can be sustained, and measures are needed to minimise the risk by physical means or by management arrangements. Some of these are already in place.  Large-scale or intrusive barriers or boxing-in are to be avoided, however, as brutalising to the quality of the interiors and of the school environment


Draft Policy:


Measures should be taken to protect  the historic fabric of the house and its setting from normal wear and tear and from other potential risks of damage

Implementation:




· The principal stair to continue to be out of bounds for general use

· The floor of the entrance hall to be protected by internal and external  mats

· Slippers/soft shoes to be worn by pupils indoors

· Vulnerable features in the Library to be protected by continuing the room use as school office

· Advice and training to be made available for guiding good practice in day to day care and housekeeping procedures within the Manor

5.5
Conservation and maintenance

Issue:
Current maintenance arrangements for Woodeaton Manor include it within the general stock of OCC education properties and take little account of its special needs as a historic building. Calculation of budgets means that important repair or maintenance works may have to be deferred from year to year, threatening progressive deterioration and inadequate standards of work. It is essential that the status and significance of the building are recognised in the regularity, quality and adequacy of funding of repair and maintenance regimes.  


Draft Policy:




Effective, regular and funded programmes should be implemented for maintenance of the buildings and their setting, to standards which reflect their vulnerability and historic significance 


Implementation





· A positive care and maintenance philosophy should be formulated

· Historic buildings conservation standards to be adopted for all works of maintenance and repair (these will be defined in the full Plan.

· Appointment of a consultant conservation architect to work with Atkins Asset Management and provide a consistency of specialist advice on maintenance, repairs and redecoration, act as conservation counsellor to the Head and governors, and assist in monitoring the condition of the historic building

· Adequate funding to be made available to reflect the special needs of the historic building, to be assessed by Property Services and Atkins in consultation with the proposed conservation architect.

· Specialist conservation advice should be sought on the detailed needs of the ‘minor’ elements of historic fabric (fireplaces, plasterwork, woodwork, jib doors etc) and to guide the commissioning of any specialist work necessary

· Remedial conservation and repairs are needed to console tables in Library, abraded mahogany doors, etc.

5.6
Enhancement of historic significance  

Issue:
Lack of adequate maintenance in the past, or the application of poor standards, have allowed deterioration in the fabric of the building and the loss of some important elements. As well as establishing a more effective regime for the future, it is desirable to repair some of this past damage. In addition, it would be appropriate to reveal the full character of the house where currently hidden, and to deal with intrusive features which detract from it. Such positive expressions of care for the site would contribute to its protection and enhance its therapeutic value in the education of its pupils.


Draft Policy:



Appreciation of the historic site should be enhanced, where appropriate by repairing past damage and losses, and by the removal of intrusive features 

Implementation:

• Rectifying poor repairs, e.g. repairs to Library oak floor in oak, with replacement of softwood repairs; eventual re-construction of rebuilt southern boundary wall in more historically accurate methods

· Replication to original form of lost balustrade on S front (dismantled early 1990s) if a pattern survives

· Recovery of some hidden features, e.g. opening of fireplaces and restoration of grates

· Removal or minimising of intrusive elements (communication masts, repainting of intrusive downpipes, etc.)

· Eventual replacement of intrusive heating pipes with smaller scale systems

· Re-use for beneficial school purposes of garden buildings (e.g. walled garden,  glasshouses, garden bothies, folly (listed) etc.)

· Positive management to protect landscape and setting 

5.7
Management, monitoring and review




Issue:
To ensure that admissions policies and protection measures are effective in safeguarding the site, it will be necessary to employ systems for recording and monitoring damage, and for amending arrangements wherever necessary. This will be separate from the need periodically to review the Conservation Plan itself to ensure continuing usefulness in managing the site and guiding decisions. If major problems are occurring which bring into question the overall use of the site, it will be essential to identify them early and to take effective measures.

Draft policy:


The effectiveness of control and protection measures should be maintained by adequate management arrangements and a regular process of monitoring and review
· Implementation:

All management decisions relating to the site should be co-ordinated through the Head, avoiding the application of differing or conflicting standards 


· A record to be maintained of any damages on a daily basis, with the ability to makespeedy decisions on remedial action needed

· Monitoring of condition, especially of interior detail, to be a constant process, with a regular review to see if revisions to protection measures are required, such a review to be separate from general buildings maintenance 

· Monitoring of damage and protection measures to be accompanied by a review of admissions and other procedures to assess whether they are operating effectively  in protecting the historic site. A useful mechanism might be the establishment of a Review Panel as an additional sub-committee to the Governing Body. Such a body could carry out regular half-termly reviews of protection measures and procedures, take advice from the consultant conservation architect, and report with recommendations to the full Governors’ meeting, perhaps with a formal annual audit to include a review of the Conservation Plan policies as a whole. Major concerns about the continuing appropriateness of uses could also be raised through such a process.

6
REMAINING STAGES AND TIMETABLE

These draft policies will be incorporated with others in the full Conservation Plan to be completed by the end of August. The Plan will set out the historical development of the site and the assessments of significance for all its elements, along with the issues which could affect its significance and a full range of policies for its care and protection. A Gazetteer of all the constituent elements of the site will be included, with their individual significances and recommendations on treatment or uses.

The Plan will in addition incorporate advice on Implementation, covering such matters as formal adoption by the authority, co-ordination of any action necessary, priorities and possible timetable for implementation, and proposals for regular reviews of the Plan to monitor effectiveness and meet changed circumstances.  It will also outline a strategy for Impact Assessment and Mitigation to minimise risks to the building if any physical changes to the building or changes of room uses are being considered. Separate and more detailed impact assessment may then be needed to consider the full range of implications of new educational uses or other developments at Woodeaton Manor.


JR/OA 1/7/04

�Definitions as in Circular 8/87 ‘Historic Buildings and Conservation Areas’. OCC currently owns or administers 4 sites with buildings at Grade I status, 6 at Grade II*, and around 60 at Grade II (these totals exclude bridges).
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