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An insight into the UK culture and heritage sector 
 
George Webb, director at Currie & Brown, examines the UK culture and heritage sector and 
discusses the wider community benefits of culture and heritage projects. 
 
Across the world, the past is a huge revenue earner. The value of our global heritage and 

culture is estimated to be in excess of $1 billion every year, with indirect benefits accounting 

for another $1 billion or so. 

Employment in the sector runs into tens - perhaps hundreds - of millions. In the UK, from 

Orkney to Stonehenge, those old stones are literally earning their keep and more besides. 

Enjoyment of our culture and our past takes many forms. It generates income, but its 

maintenance, marketing and development is expensive. Throughout Britain, the National 

Lottery Heritage Fund (NLHF) has distributed some £8 billion to more than 40,000 projects 

since its launch in 2004.  

This is a huge investment, transforming the country’s heritage, and it has proved to be a 

major source of contracts for the construction sector. More than 60 per cent of the NLHF’s 

support has gone to historic buildings and monuments, museums and historical archives and 

collections. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the turn of the year, NLHF launched its new strategy for the period 2019-2024, and going 

forward anticipated investments by the fund over the next five years are estimated at £1.8 

billion. That is a useful sum of money and it will fund ambitious projects. However, at the 

same time, cash injections into the sector from other sources are being reduced and in some 

cases eliminated entirely. 

This makes direct funding from external funding agencies such as the NLHF more important 

than ever. Heritage projects can become something of a soft target when government and 

local authorities are seeking to save money because of budget pressures. 

The infrastructure demands of this sector can be exciting, challenging and lucrative for 

construction contractors. But they are far from the only ones to benefit from investment. 
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Heritage and culture commissions have a host of positive effects for wider society. They lead 

to skills development and new jobs, provide a boost for local authorities, improve social 

cohesion and have a real quality-of-life impact. In other words, initial construction investment 

can have a powerful multiplier effect. 

All this, of course, can only apply if project funding is available. The NLHF has now devolved 

more of its decision-making, with decisions on spending allocation on projects seeking grant 

support of between £300,000 and £5 million now being taken regionally. Major projects of 

above £5 million will continue to be evaluated centrally. 

The move is designed to make the selection process more efficient and to reduce the risk of 

resource being wasted on bids that ultimately fail. There will now be earlier interventions by 

the fund, allowing applications to be considered more quickly and those with little chance of 

success sifted out at the preliminary stage. 

As far as bigger awards are concerned, there will be two rounds of major grants of more than 

£5 million in future years. Some 80 per cent of available funding will be allocated to the 

regions, with the remaining 20 per cent going to the larger, centrally evaluated projects. 

This funding is clearly hugely helpful and may well make the difference between a heritage 

contract going ahead or having to be abandoned. But match funding will probably also be 

needed, and this is becoming harder to obtain as money allocations from both UK central 

and local government are tight, and hard decisions have to be taken. 

This represents a significant challenge. Competition for match funds is strong and growing. 

This increases the quality of the bids, but that is little source of comfort if your submission 

loses out to another project as a result. 

Traditionally, additional financing comes from charitable trusts and foundations. But here too 

the landscape has changed. Local funding bodies have created Arm’s Length External 

Organisations (ALEOs). These not-for-profit bodies with charitable status can tap into other 

similar organisations for match funding, but they are also under financial pressure. 

Additionally, the number of charities operating in the UK alone is in excess of 300,000 and 

many of these seek support from trusts and foundations, putting pressure on trustees in the 

allocation of funds. 
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Another potential source of money is philanthropy. Not all these awards are in the heritage 

and culture sector, but some of them can be huge – for example, Cambridge University has 

just received its biggest ever donation of £100 million from the David and Claudia Harding 

Foundation, the largest-ever single gift given to a UK university by a British philanthropist. 

Sources of funding are still available if applicants are prepared to hunt for them. Certainly, 

the UK will continue to develop and capitalise on its unique and rich history and culture, and 

this can only be good news for the construction sector.  

It’s not only about the built environment, as there will continue to be a demand for a broad 

range of professionals across the industry who can supply the sometimes specialised 

technical knowledge needed for proper and appropriate interpretation of these remarkable 

assets. 

Britain’s heritage is the envy of the world, and it isn’t going to go away. The construction 

sector needs to ensure that it can continue to provide the sympathetic, imaginative and cost-

effective physical support infrastructure our living past rightly demands. 

Build this properly, and our British history will remain open to all and at the centre of our 

national life. And we can be certain that is something future generations will thank us for. 

 

 


