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HERITAGE LINK RESPONSE

Heritage Link brings together 76 voluntary organisations concerned with the historic built environment and heritage more widely in England, representing interests from specialist advisers, practitioners and managers, volunteers and owners, to national funding bodies and local building preservation trusts. Since 2002 through this network of national bodies, the non government heritage sector has worked together more effectively, shared expertise and raised awareness of the members’ contribution to society. Over the past six years we have built up communications through Heritage Link Update our fortnightly e-bulletin and made the voice of the voluntary sector heard in government departments over a wide range of issues, including many of interest and concern to civic societies. As well as coordinating  a diverse range of heritage bodies, Heritage Link has brought them into strategic partnerships in the third and cultural as well as the wider heritage sector.

Until April 2009 the Civic Trust was a member of Heritage Link. The Board welcomed the National Trust’s intervention to set up the CSI to assess the demand for a new national body and we have taken a keen interest in the debate and discussions to date.  

Heritage Link endorses the importance of the civic society movement in contemporary society and recognises more specifically its contribution to England’s active historic built environment sector. Although many civic societies cover much more than heritage interests, the identity of many communities is bound up in the physical evidence of its past history and development. We appreciate the strong commitment of civic societies and civic society members to the heritage of their communities and want to see their phenomenal knowledge and expertise brought effectively into national as well as local and regional policy making for the benefit of all.   

As an infrastructure body itself, Heritage Link recognises the importance of networking between members and, building on that, bringing their combined influence into national policy making and forums. It therefore has a strong interest in finding a way to bring together the thousand or so civic societies in England. We would welcome an arrangement that would improve on the previous position where the national Civic Trust, unlike most other national umbrella bodies participating in Heritage Link, did not seem to draw on local experience to help shape policy and advocacy at national level. Heritage Link seeks an effective civic society movement across England that would complement the objectives in our own Strategic Plan 2009-12, clear messaging, more powerful advocacy, stronger collaborative working, and sharing knowledge and experience between members and beyond. 
We would hope the new body as the umbrella body for the civic societies would play its part in Heritage Link, and bring their understanding and interests into our Advocacy Groups and our other forums. 

The five issues set out for feedback in ‘Own the Future’ are the result of wide debate but there is still a long way to go in defining the priorities and a delivery mechanism that local amenity societies and others can endorse. ‘Own the Future’ concentrated of the value of a national body to its members but the new body could also have an enormously important strategic value in the national and institutional landscape. From Heritage Link’s national perspective, there are two functions that haven’t yet been covered.
1. How to transmit local experience into national policy making eg on planning issues 

To articulate a consensus at national level, the network has to find a viable way of aggregating the views of local amenity groups across England. With a ‘more federal’, ‘less top down’ approach achieving a national policy position requires some interface between national and very local.  So while a move away from a hierarchical structure to a more networked structure is suggested, how, on this model, the local informs the national is not yet clear. 

2. How to unlock the huge knowledge held in local societies

 Conversely, a national body can facilitate the transmission of ideas and experience between local societies, offering the possibility of short cuts or innovation based on others’ experience. It can also access to the thousand or so civic societies for research purposes and help them develop more strategic partnerships, laterally by joining up with other local place making bodies and vertically by uniting through sub regional, regional and national level or in thematic groups. This is another typical function of a national body. It unlocks the huge resource of knowledge for all civic societies as well as for academics, policy makers and others. It reveals the national value of the civic society movement and could even help the societies value themselves more highly. 

In the debate over the nature of a new national body and at the Blackpool Convention, there are three areas of contention we suggest should be clarified before the next consultation: 

1. Coverage Heritage Link, set up to counteract the criticism that the heritage sector was fragmented, continues to strive for consensus and collaborative working.  Comprehensive sign up to the new Civic Society Initiative by the thousand or so civic societies would be the best possible outcome but a worst case scenario would be a national body that can only bring a small number of civic societies to the national table, and/or the development of disaffected splinter groups. It may be that the critical mass that is needed to set up ‘a national body’ should be defined. 

It is also important that such a national body complements rather than competes or duplicates the work of other groups such as Historic Towns Forum, ASHTAV and CPRE.

2. Operating costs A start up budget of £300-400k pa seems excessive in this funding climate. Heritage Link began small at £37.5k pa in 2003 and even now our annual budget is about £160k. This is not to underestimate a difference in scale and scope of the civic society movement but a London based, ‘expensive’ secretariat is unlikely to attract the support of the anti Civic Trust elements, particularly when the previous business model became insolvent.  
A leap of faith is not enough. Without a clearer ideas of salaries/operating costs, this ‘back of the envelope’ calculation requiring as it does a £3 or £4 levy on all civic society members subscriptions seems a strange way of gathering support. 

3. Decision making process

Heritage Link has no fixed idea about the detailed structure - this is for the civic societies to decide but it does seem that there is an uncertainty about how and who will make the decisions, which is damaging support for the initiative. ‘Own the Future’ did not set out specific proposals for comment and it is not clear if civic societies will be given more than one option or how the best option would be determined.  We suggest that this procedural issue is addressed as a top priority.

Next steps

Although the consultation confirmed an overwhelming support for a new national body, we are not convinced that the model that is beginning to take shape has wide support. We understand that a second consultation will take place in January and propose an option which we would like included in the proposals put forward for consideration.  

Heritage Link proposal: light touch, low cost, slow burn

Summary

As the umbrella body for 76 national and regional groups in England, concerned with the historic built environment, Heritage Link recognises the importance of networking between members and, building on that, bringing their combined influence to bear in national policy making and forums. It therefore has a strong interest in finding a way to bring together the thousand or so civic societies in England.

One option might be a light touch low cost network similar to that created at their request for historic places of worship groups, under the umbrella of Heritage Link. Such a network could be a flexible way of keeping in touch, with its own identity, but with minimal overheads. At its simplest the network could be simply an email device, eg a newsletter, serving to keep civic societies in touch with external developments. Add-ons could help them to share experience and make their collective views known or it could develop in response to the civic societies themselves to provide shared resources or even back-office functions. 

Using Heritage Link’s experience of hosting networks and forums for debate, this proposal adopts a sequential approach which allows the civic societies to evolve a structure that best suits their needs and aspirations. 

The initial aim is to promote and facilitate communication between civic societies and to allow this to develop as civic societies identify further areas for cooperation and coordination.  

Proposal Heritage Link offers its existing structures to provide some of the infrastructure which could be needed to support such a new network at least in its early years. It could be cost effective for example for Heritage Link to host and manage the resources needed to maintain the electronic database and regular newsletters for societies, but in time it could for example garner views for consultations and to run a programme of regional or other meetings. 

Operation 

Heritage Link would manage the network separately to its main business, as a separately funded activity, managed by a part time Development Officer. The Development Officer could be based in London or operate remotely from out of London eg from an individual civic trust. 

A minimal set up maintains the civic societies' database and web based forum, providing an electronic network, (not postal). Depending on additional funding for management time, a higher level of activity could add a co-ordinating role enabling them to promote their collective views. Additional networking opportunities might be added through meetings to share knowledge and skills or support regional or thematic advocacy.  

Funding

At its simplest, the Development Officer, proactively manages the database, administration and website, acts as the national point of contact and dissemination but without policy work or events. At this level (2 days per week), the cost is estimated at £20,000pa. This level of funding is well within the annual sum returned to the former civic trust (£60/70kpa) and would not require an additional levy. 

Governance: It would be up to the civic societies to establish steering and reporting arrangements; whether this was established as a stand alone option or run in conjunction with the regional federations; or in some relationship to the National Council of Regional Chairmen. As a forum under Heritage Link’s aegis, it would not require formal charitable status. Accounts would be managed as a distinct ‘project’, similarly to Heritage Link’s other projects under the charity’s restricted funds. 
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