
Metal Detecting is good for you! 
 

Introduction 
Located in the southeast of England on the Suffolk/Norfolk border, this 1,500 hectare 
site of mixed arable farmland is the modern form of an old estate. The site is in 
private ownership, and comprises scores of land parcels administered by an Estate 
Manager.   

Assessing the situation – potential for conflict 
 
The site is both a mixed arable farm, 
and also a shooting estate, the entire 
area is under a High Level 
Stewardship (HLS).  The site also 
provides a habitat for game animals.  
Shooting rights exist over the site and 
several shoots are held each year. A 
gamekeeper is employed to help 
manage the site for game. 

The land has several public rights of 
way that run through the Estate.   

A large number of archaeological sites, including Scheduled Monuments (SMs) are 
located on the land.  Detecting had taken place in the past, but for unspecified reasons, 
the Estate had decided to bar further metal detecting, and was also concerned that 
metal detecting would jeopardise the conditions set out in the HLS Agreement (see 
Box below). 

(Higher Level Stewardship Section 7.1) 

- Do not carry out or permit metal detecting on the archaeological sites on your 
holding identified in your Farm Environment Plan, unless agreed with your 
RDS adviser in writing. On Scheduled Monuments, a licence is required from 
English Heritage before metal detecting can take place. Detecting without 
such a licence is an offence. On SSSIs, where actions resulting from metal 
detecting (e.g. digging or vegetation disturbance) are listed as 'operations 
likely to damage the special interest' of your SSSI, you are required to give 
written notice to English Nature of these operations and can only proceed 
once you have received written consent.  

- As you are required to protect and maintain archaeological sites and other 
features over the entire area under agreement, you must ensure that no 
damage is caused to these features wherever metal detecting takes place 
(authorised or otherwise). 

Starting points 
Metal Detecting 

The area is rich in archaeology, and there are many known sites within the Estate 
boundary.  As a result, there was a long history of metal detecting on the Estate 
Walkers have a right to use the public rights of way, but detecting on fields was 



considered as a 
problem regarding 
the HLS agreement 
and the potential for 
both disturbing 
nesting game birds 
and damage to 
crops and seeded 
fields.  Therefore, 
the Estate actively 
discouraged any 
form of metal 
detecting on the entire area.  So, metal detecting had not taken place for many years, 
despite the promise of significant finds. 

Meeting and Opening Communications 
Adam Petts-Hannant, a hobby metal detectorist, was aware of the level of mistrust and 
opposition to detecting on the Estate. However, he decided to contact the Estate 
Manager directly to discuss the issue.  The initial reaction was negative, highlighting 
the requirements of the HLS agreement, and the conditions this imposed on the Estate 
to protect the archaeological sites.  In addition, the Estate considered that unfettered 
access to the land would adversely affect the conditions for game birds that play an 
essential part in the shoots which take place on the site. 

Undeterred, Adam suggested that to mitigate the time and effort that would be 
required to fill out the relevant documents and agreements, he was willing to carry out 
all the actions needed to achieve permissions from the relevant bodies.  This led to an 
agreement that if he was willing to deal with all the relevant authorities and provide 
the relevant permissions, the Estate would consider the request to allow detecting to 
resume. 

Getting Down to Business 
The first action was to ask for support from the local Portable Antiquities Scheme 
(PAS) Finds Liaison Officer (FLO), Archaeological Advisors and other metal 
detectorists to ascertain the requirements and steps to be taken to secure permissions, 
which would, in the end, be required from the Rural Development Service (RDS) 
(which from 1st October 2006 became part of Natural England).   

Meetings were arranged with the local Historic Environment Records (HER) office in 
the relevant Council Archaeological Advisory Services and in close liaison with the 
FLO maps were drawn up to highlight areas that would be either out of bounds or 
available. 

Advice was also sought and obtained from Natural England Historic Environment 
Advisors who provided the relevant forms required to comply with detecting on HLS 
land. 

The permissions form requested evidence for the methodology that would be used 
during the activity and included a series of recommendations regarding expected 
behaviour.  

This included details of the dates on which metal detecting could be undertaken, a 
requirement on plotting finds either on a 1:10,000 map or as accurate GPS data.  It 



was also a condition that all archaeological finds were recorded with both the PAS 
and HER and that any searching took place only within the plough-soil horizon.  
Adherence to both the Treasure Act 1996 and the statutory Code of Conduct produced 
under it, was also stipulated.  

Confronting Conflict 
The main areas of conflicting views were that: 

- metal detecting would adversely impact on the HLS Agreement; 

- public access to the site was thought by the land managers to be incompatible 
with current land management practices;  

- the farmland may be damaged and game birds would be disturbed. 

A meeting with the Estate Manager was essential to allay these fears, by agreeing to 
the location of a limited number of fields that would be made available over specified 
time periods.  The estate manager agreed to the provision of maps detailing exactly 
the fields that would be available and when they would be available. 

It was also agreed that written permissions sought from Natural England regarding the 
detecting of land under HLS agreement would be essential.   

A further agreement was made to report to the PAS and the local HERs. 

Contact details were exchanged and the metal detectorist is informed by the Estate 
Manager of any changes to the availability of land, when new areas become available, 
or existing areas are closed to detectorists. 

Route to Consensus 
The key to arriving at consensus with the Estate Manager and Natural England was as 
much about agreeing what not to do as much as what was allowed.  For example, not 
detecting over SMs, not detecting in areas where game birds may be disturbed, not 
detecting during specified periods on certain areas.  Conversely, there was agreement 
with Natural England to actively conduct searches in order to provide further useful 
and valid data for the PAS and HERs.   

An element of trust between all the relevant parties was essential, and in this case, the 
desire to act responsibly from the start, and a willingness to seek appropriate 
permissions played a vital role.  This allowed for active support and guidance from 
relevant authorities to be more available, and time was taken to ensure consensus was 
reached. 

Future reviews on a yearly basis are envisaged.  These will allow flexibility to further 
developments, and allow for monitoring of the outcome. 

The Estate Manager has also been assured that any discoveries will not adversely 
affect his HLS agreement, but may even lead to further benefits.  

This was a clear win-win-win situation. 

Reaching Consensus and Sustaining It 
Agreement has been reached about methodology, recording and land to be detected, 
this has allowed a large area to be subject to metal detecting, carried out in a 
responsible and methodical way.  Normally, such HLS agreement sites are beyond the 



reach of many hobby metal detectorists, with both misunderstanding by the land 
managers about the requirements set out in 7.1 of the HLS handbook, and an attitude 
from detectorists that it is not worth the effort, as they will be refused.  However, this 
has shown that with support and guidance, all parties can look forward to a positive 
result.   

The additions to the HER will be of great benefit to heritage professionals, and may 
indeed indirectly benefit the 
Estate, if new sites are located 
and added to the monument 
inventory.    

Persistence, support and trust are 
the key elements involved in 
moving from conflict to 
consensus, and through these a 
positive outcome was achieved, 
opening the potential for further 
such agreements opening up 
previously unavailable land to 
hobby detectorists, with the 
resultant increase in our 
knowledge of the Historic 
Environment as a whole.  

Source: 
David Connolly, British Archaeological Jobs Resource (contact: info@bajr.org���
�
Notes 
(Further information can be found at: http://www.ourpasthistory.com/metal/?c=L-Standards-
in-Detecting  
It should be made clear that detecting on HLS land is allowed without written agreements, 
when undertaken with the landowner’s permission, and the metal detectorist is made aware of 
the location of known archaeological sites, SSSI and other protected areas.   The handbook 
explains there should be no damage to known sites  (known sites being those mapped on the 
Farm Environment Plan). Damage is considered as disturbing stratified deposits, upstanding 
earthworks or structural remains. The area between known sites and also land where there are 
no known sites are already available for hobby detecting, although it is recommended that 
Codes of Practice are followed and that finds from the blank areas are recorded with FLOs 
and local HERs. 
 

Further information about the Higher Level Stewardship (i.e. the handbook) can be found in: 
http://www.defra.gov.uk/erdp/schemes/hls/handbook/default.htm.  

 


