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Saint-Omer’s urban heritage protection plan 
 
Created between 2018 and 2023, Saint-Omer's Heritage urban plani is a document adapted 
to an area with a tradition of heritage protection that has been built up over more than 50 years. 
Today's area corresponds, apart from a few exceptions, to the registered site established in 
1976. The registered site also had detailed and nuanced regulations, focusing on the 
protection of facades according to a specific nomenclature. This is a perimeter and a regulation 
that has been well perceived and has worked well over the decades. An SPRii was then created 
within the listed site in 2016. Pending the development of the SPR's management document, 
the regulations for the listed site have been transcribed into the local plan of the Longuenesse 
local authority. It was only then that these regulations, were reviewed and supplemented to 
give rise to the current plan and ensure that it was properly coordinated with the area's 
management documents. 
 
While the heritage urban plan aims at protecting and highlighting heritage, it only makes sense 
if it integrates and contributes to a broader urban policy, particularly in its social and economic 
components. The heritage urban plan thus pursues three cross-cutting principles: an overall 
urban and heritage project for the SPR ; an urban and heritage project that involves several 
territorial scales and therefore different governance bodies; and finally, an urban and heritage 
project that aims to make the town centre attractive and that embraces innovation and support 
for transitions over the medium and long term. 
 
 
Balancing protection and intervention 
The urban heritage plan suggested for Saint-Omer is in line with a national regulatory 
framework set by the Ministry of Culture (Malraux Act, 1962), with a nationally imposed 
captions’ format in place since 2018: buildings protected in their entirety (black), buildings in 
which only the façades and roofs are protected (dark grey), unprotected buildings (light grey), 
open spaces that can be built on (white).  
The choice of captions was made thanks to extensive fieldwork led by AAPP over just over 2 
years (2148 building sheets, 51% of which were interior visits. 
The same applies to the protected outdoor spaces (protected open-ground gardens (small 
green dots), protected remarkable trees (large green circles), protected paved courtyards 
(small brown dotted lines), etc.), which are distinguished from outdoor spaces that have been 
denatured by time or misuse, and which need to be redeveloped to enhance the heritage, 
either through planting (green hatching) or through mineral development (brown hatching). 
Written regulations then set out the permitted and prohibited interventions for each caption. 
For example, for buildings that are protected in their entirety: conservation and restoration of 
structures, including secondary works (joinery, ironwork, etc.), no raising or extensions; for 
buildings where only the exterior parts are protected: no raising, but extensions are possible, 
subject to certain conditions regarding openings that allow links to be created; raising and 
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extensions are permitted on unprotected buildings, subject to the template (height and built 
depth) of adjoining buildings (diagrams are provided to illustrate the regulations). The same 
applies to outdoor spaces: no new buildings may be constructed in the protected paved 
courtyards and open-ground gardens, but extensions and annexes may be built in the outdoor 
spaces to be redeveloped (maximum 25 m2 without exceeding 50% of the surface area 
concerned).  
Some areas have even been intentionally left as buildable space to allow certain public 
facilities (particularly schools) to be able to meet any expansion needs (refectory, gymnasium, 
etc.) so that these ‘central’ functions can be maintained in the town centre and continue to 
develop. 
 
 
Proposed uses. Economic viability 
All the components and uses of a town have been addressed in this plan to protect Saint-
Omer's heritage. In addition to the built heritage, and in order to address the fragmentation of 
the town centre's retail outlets, the document also provides for the protection of trade and craft 
businesses. The aim is to encourage the retention and establishment of small shops and craft 
businesses along certain shopping routes that have been identified by other studies carried 
out by the local authority on economic and commercial activities in the town centre. 
In addition, the Malraux Act provides for financial assistance in the form of tax relief 
(défiscalisation Malraux) for housing projects carried out by lessors who undertake to let the 
property for a period of at least 9 years. This aid can be combined with other French grants 
(linked to heritage or home improvement) as well as grants from local authorities (town councils 
or intercommunal bodies). The local authority has set up a ‘one-stop shop’ at the Maison de 
l'Habitat durable to provide information and advice to homeowners and residents. In Saint-
Omer, for example, the town has set up a compulsory facade restoration scheme on certain 
streets, with grants tailored to the income level of homeowners (% of the cost of the work varies 
according to income level). 
 
 
Ease of application of the standards document 
In the course of our work in the field of town planning regulations, the people we talk to 
sometimes they tell us what they dread: town planning regulations are perceived to be there 
to prevent, or even freeze, development. The fear is that they do not allow much adaptation of 
the heritage and lead to the desertification of historic centres. At other times, on the contrary, 
they are seen as not being restrictive enough.  
In addition, it is important to note the difficulty that local institutions, owners and architects have 
in understanding urban planning documents. They are sometimes seen as being out of touch 
with what already exists, with people's lives, desires and plans. They are perceived as an 
abstract or indigestible object, difficult to appropriate, and which in no way calls on the creativity 
of each individual. As a result, the drafting of the rule itself is open to a great deal of criticism. 
 
What if the drafting of rules were approached from the point of view of the project manager? 
This was the question that led to the creation within our practice of a regulatory urban planning 
unit to participate in the drafting of urban planning documents.  
 
To make the document easier to apply, diagrams are included with the written regulations.  
The file also includes a number of advice sheets to help homeowners with specific technical 
issues (roofs, façades, joinery, etc., as well as interiors, courtyards and gardens, tree pruning, 
floor coverings, thermal insulation and renewable energy).  
In addition, the town of Saint-Omer has set up a weekly office staffed by a consultant architect 
at the Sustainable Home Office, a recently-opened facility equipped with models, samples of 



materials, joinery, technical data sheets, etc. to help answer petitioners' questions and help 
them propose projects that fit in as well as possible with a remarkable heritageiii context. 
The projects are then presented to the Heritage Architect, who validates projects in the town 
centre because of its remarkable character. 
 
 
 
Quality of the document. Multidisciplinary team. Work methodology 
The multi-disciplinary team set up to carry out this heritage protection project was composed 
of an urban planning architect who was also a heritage architect, and who led the consortium 
(Atelier d'Architecture Philippe Prost), a landscape architect (in-folio), a socio-economic 
consultant (Nouveaux Territoires Consultants), an environmental and thermal engineering 
consultancy (Symoé), a lawyer (Juripublica) and geomaticians (GéoGraphiste).  
The urban project was based on a full architectural, urban, landscape, historical and heritage, 
socio-economic and environmental analysis, as well as a thermal analysis of a sample of 
around ten buildings representative of the types of buildings found in Saint-Omer town centre.  
This analysis highlighted the importance of the existing heritage, as well as the heritage that 
has disappeared, through a thematic analysis of the heritage: religious, military and civil. For 
example, despite a still significant religious heritage, more than 50% of the religious heritage 
has disappeared. And more than 80% of the military heritage has disappeared, particularly the 
fortifications (see also archive plans). 
The study also highlighted the importance of the town's landscape heritage and the existence 
of private open-ground gardens (around 9 ha), most of which have been there since the Middle 
Ages (see archive plans): a real discovery in a town perceived as mineral when seen from the 
streets.  
The study also identified 7 sites with major redevelopment issues.  These are public spaces, 
often neglected or denatured, located close to major monuments or iconic sites. Their 
redevelopment is necessary to enhance the town centre's heritage. For these 7 sites, the urban 
plan proposes schemes and guidelines for future development projects in these major public 
spaces (squares, town entrances, etc.). 
An inventory of areas that have been denatured by very large areas of tarmac (school 
courtyards, secondary schools, car parks in former gardens, etc.) has also revealed the 
potential for redevelopment of these areas, which cover between 4.5 and 9 hectares (planting, 
desealing, renaturation, etc.). 
The objectives of the urban project, and the way in which they are reflected in the regulations, 
were discussed at several thematic workshop sessions attended by elected representatives, 
departments, partners and local players. 
The regulations were subject to several working meetings between the team, the local authority 
and government services. 
The file was also submitted to a national commission of the French Ministry of Culture, which 
unanimously gave a favourable opinion, praising the quality of the document as well as all the 
support policies implemented by the local authority in terms of housing, trade and the 
development of a heritage sector involving local vocational colleges to train qualified craftsmen 
capable of meeting the quality requirements of the regulations. 
 

 
i “Protec(on and showcasing plan” or PSMV 
ii SPR : Site Patrimonial Remarquable = “Remarquable architecture site” is a French Ministry of Culture label  
which applies to towns which preserva(on, restora(on and showcase is of public interest.  
iii “Remarquable architecture site” is a French Ministry of Culture label  which applies to towns which 
preserva(on, restora(on and showcase is of public interest.  


