2019
Our Review

A message
from our
Chair

This review of 2019 is published at the start of
Civic Voice’s 10th anniversary and 50 years on from
the Skeffington Report, which found that at a time of
unprecedented house building, communities felt that
planning was ‘done to’ them rather than with them.
50 years on, with similar development pressures
across the country, communities still feel powerless.
At the start of 2019, a survey of Civic Voice members
found that 86% of people felt that developers do not
effectively engage with the community and 72% said
the same about local authorities. To our surprise, in May
2019, research undertaken by Grosvenor Britain & Ireland
backed up our findings by saying that the public had a
significant distrust of the planning process. Just 2% of the
public trust developers and only 7% trust local authorities
when it comes to planning for large-scale development.1
Too often people feel like victims of the planning system;
that planning is decided elsewhere.
Civic Voice’s long-term ambition is to move away from
‘confrontation to collaboration’ and from ‘consultation to
conversations’. This should be a continuous conversation,
not just one every few years when elections start. Just
voting once every four or five years is no longer enough
to run a modern democratic society. We need to equip
citizens to become more active participants in our cities,
towns and villages. Doing this will help create civic pride
and commitment to the success of our places.
All that has been achieved this year has taken an incredible
amount of work from the Civic Voice team, and I am hugely
grateful for their ongoing and unstinting commitment. We
are also particularly grateful to funders, including Historic
England, MHCLG and others for their support in the
development of the capacity of the civic movement.

A message
from our
President
President of Civic Voice,
Griff Rhys Jones was
honoured in 2019 with
an OBE for services to
the national civic society
movement, charities and
entertainment. Speaking
after the presentation by
The Duke of Cambridge
he said the following …

I am so pleased that the citation for this award
recognised, in good measure, my association with Civic
Voice. I have been your president for 10 years. That was
an honour. This is a further honour. But I feel honoured
again to be able to accept it on behalf of all the people
who work within the civic movement – sometimes in the
name of conservation, but also to manage change and to
help create better places for communities to live and work.
I have seen for myself how continuous and unflinching
that work has to be. I do very little of that. You do. If I am
a figurehead, however, let me continue to say to all the
members, this is for you and the good offices you perform.
Not enough recognition is afforded to amenity societies.
Many fail to understand the good work that they do.
I have often said that I am proud
to be involved in my own back
yard. Who else should be, or
would be? I don’t think of it
as a ‘yard’. I think of it as
a garden and one that
needs tending, a bit of
weeding and some
regular slog – as every
garden does. The members
of Civic Voice do that very thing
– in cities and towns and villages
across England. And I hope that
in the citation for this award will
help recognise that. My job is to
publicise that and tell everybody
about a success story. I want
to continue to do that.

Thank you for your continued support. We are excited
for the next 10 years.

I also want to take this
opportunity to thank everybody
who wrote to offer their good
wishes.

Joan Humble
Chair, Civic Voice

Griff Rhys Jones obe
President, Civic Voice

1. https://www.grosvenor.com/our-businesses/grosvenor-britain-ireland/rebuilding-trust

Who we are
and what
we do

Civic Voice is the national charity for the civic movement
in England. We make places more attractive, enjoyable
and distinctive. We promote civic pride.
Our vision is a society where every individual can say,
‘I care about where I live’.
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Civic societies are in first place as the most active
participants in the planning system

The number of new societies that have
joined Civic Voice in the last three years
Design awards recognising positive local
developments are organised by 38% of
civic societies

Civic Voice members participate in 70%
of local authority areas
The number of civic societies responding
to planning applications on a monthly
basis is 98%

The number of individual
supporters of Civic Voice
Civic Voice represents and is
supported by 252 civic societies
across England

Civic
members
by region

Our largest ever conference

2019 in numbers

16,000

votes cast for England’s
Favourite Conservation Aeea

3

parliamentary events

180
attendees

75%

of civic societies say they are dealing with more
planning applications now than 12 months ago

60

Civic Voice events held

£5000
donated to our Building
Better Campaign

On 19 –20 October 2018, over 175 delegates from across the country came to Birmingham
for the annual Civic Voice conference. Although much of the city was under construction
at the time, drenched in sunlight and with clear blue skies, it was the perfect location to
debate and discuss ‘How do we balance conservation and regeneration?’
Friday began with a breakfast briefing and keynote speakers presented throughout
the day included Ben Derbyshire (president, RIBA), Victoria Hills (CEO, RTPI), Deborah
Lamb (CEO, Historic England). An outstanding Sandys Lecture was given by Dame Fiona
Reynolds on ‘The Fight for Beauty’. The evening dinner was held in St Phillip’s Cathedral
and everyone enjoyed a curry alongside a pint of Civic Pride – a true Brummie evening.
A great venue, with great food and great company!
On Saturday we had workshops, walking tours and even a bit of canoeing along the best
of Birmingham’s canals. The conference closed with Birmingham Civic Society planting
a centenary tree in the City Gardens behind the Library of Birmingham.
Feedback from those that attended was incredibly positive, both about the conference
and Birmingham. Civic Voice was proud to have reached a huge milestone in organising
the largest civic conference yet and it was pleasing to see us attracting built environment
professionals too. Our thanks go to Birmingham Civic Society for their help in delivering
an excellent conference and all of the conference sponsors: Donald Insall Associates,
Recclesia, Mott MacDonald, Wilmott Dixon and Building Brum. A high bar is now
set for Blackpool in 2020 and Coventry in 2021!

Our voice in
Parliament

We continued being an ever-present voice for the
movement in Parliament through our All-Party Parliamentary
Group (APPG) for Civic Societies events. These meetings
provide a discussion forum for community groups and
policy makers to consider the key issues of the day.
Three APPG events were held during the year with
themes including: ‘Putting Communities at the Heart of
High Streets’, ‘Public Participation in the Planning System’
and ‘Building Better, Building Beautiful’ campaign. We
met with the high streets minister, the planning minister
and the shadow planning minister. Lord Raynsford also
gave a presentation at the ‘Public Participation’ APPG.

Who has
the most
power in
the planning
system?

Our lobbying has made a difference. Changes we have
secured this year include:
New national planning practice guidance places a
greater focus on community engagement and ‘meaningful
participation’ through the design process.
For the first time, national guidance highlights the role
of civic societies as place leaders.
In July, the Government’s Communities Framework
committed to developing a ‘planning system centred on
community involvement with statutory rights to become
involved at every stage from plan-making to planning
application’.

I am proud to be the
Chair of the APPG for Civic
Societies. It gives us a voice
to communities and enables
us to invite Ministers and
others to attend and to hear
the voices of communities
from across England. I am
proud to work alongside
Civic Voice with this group
and look forward to a
successful 2020.
Craig Mackinlay MP, Chair,
APPG for Civic Societies
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Rebalancing the power

70%
of societies want
a more formal
role in planning

86%
of respondents
felt that developers
do not effectively
engage with the
community

In March 2019 Civic Voice asked members ‘Who has
the most power in the planning system?’ The results
concluded that national government (43%) and developers
(40%) were viewed as the stakeholders holding the most
power in the current system. In other words, local people
feel as though the decisions that affect their community
are made by people that do not live there.
There is a long road to recovering trust and placing it on
new foundations of transparency, honesty and dialogue.
A long road to recovering public confidence in the planning
system. Our work alone will not be a panacea – not enough
on its own to create trust. But it is necessary – because we
need a national conversation to ask, ‘Why, 50 years after
the Skeffington Report was published, are we still having
these discussions?’
The research has informed our manifesto and new ‘ABC’
planning campaign, launched in November 2019. And in
2020 we will be launching a national campaign to inspire
people to join a local civic society as we rebalance the
planning system to give communities a meaningful voice.

Building
Better,
Building
Beautiful

M A R T I N PA R R Y

We were pleased to be invited to meet the commissioners,
submit verbal and written evidence and to speak at the
launch event of the Commission’s interim report – the only
external organisation to do so. Our Civic Voice was most
definitely heard!

England’s Favourite Conservation Area was the latest part of Civic Voice’s Big
Conservation Conversation to raise awareness about areas of historic interest and
encourage communities to celebrate and protect those at risk. The winner for 2018,
Swindon Railway Village (above) beat off stiff competition from 17 other conservation
areas shortlisted.

The current planning process … tends to lock
people into confrontational views without enabling a
constructive dialogue about what’s best for the future
… The overwhelming consensus of what we heard is
that citizen involvement comes too late in the planning
process to effect anything more than a small adjustment.
interim report, Building Better, Building Beautiful Commission

When we decided to launch England’s Favourite Conservation Area, we wanted to
use it to test the enthusiasm people have for the place where they live. To get people
talking about why conservation areas matter. What it has turned out to be is something
truly amazing. It surpassed all our expectations at Civic Voice. We received 249 entries
from across the country and from announcing the shortlist to announcing the winner,
we received just under 16,000 votes in 14 days. People do care about where they live.
Joan Humble, Chair, Civic Voice

Find out more about the Swindon Railway Village at www.swindoncivicvoice.org.uk

To spearhead an independent response to the Commission
– and to make sure the voice of communities was heard
– Civic Voice created a working group of civic society
members including Margaret Hollins (Epsom), Kevin
Trickett (Wakefield) and Paul Bedwell (Sheffield) led
by our own Sarah James.
We are thankful to every civic society member who shared
their views with us, completed a survey, participated in a
workshop, hosted their own conversation about building
better locally and spread our key messages. These actions
all helped shape our response to the Commission.

England’s Favourite Conservation Area

Swindon Railway Village was built shortly after the Great Western Railway works
established in 1841 to house the workers and their families. Those people didn’t just
build a railway, but a community.
Laura Sandys, Vice-president, Civic Voice

The Building Better, Building Beautiful commission was
launched by the Government in 2019 and is regarded in
Westminster as an integral part of the drive to build the
homes communities need.

Find out more about
the Commission at
www.gov.uk/government/
groups/building-betterbuilding-beautifulcommission

Giving power back to the people
Responding to local concerns about a proposed 17-storey tower in the centre of
Southgate, Southgate District Civic Voice (SDCV) organised a community planning
weekend to help people understand the controversial proposals and have their say.
Hosted by SDCV and independently facilitated by Civic Voice, the Civic Day event
on Saturday 22 June enabled visitors to take part in facilitated workshops and special
hands-on activities, view an exhibition of the proposed site, meet other members of the
community and share local knowledge.
The event, which was open to the public and widely advertised, was an overwhelming
success with over 300 people participating including local residents, businesses,
councillors, the local MP and the Deputy Mayor for London. The event helped the
local community to discuss, debate and share local knowledge to inform a community
response to the planning application. It also raised the profile of SDCV and led to new
members! There was also an associated online survey about attitudes to the scheme,
which attracted 240 responses.
Civic Voice analysed all the feedback and presented the results to a second public
meeting on Monday evening. Overall SDCV were supportive of redevelopment of the
site, on what they see as a sustainable location, but felt that the engagement with the
community had not been as meaningful as it could have been. The feedback has been
submitted to Enfield Council and the developer and it is hoped that the scheme will
be revised to be more in keeping with the character of the area.
It is clear that by working with civic societies and using local networks a huge amount
can be achieved.

The enthusiastic response to the weekend demonstrates how much people
care about the future of Southgate. The challenge remains as to how we can move
the conversation away from confrontation into one of collaboration. In doing so,
rebuilding public trust about the future and confidence of the planning system.
Jane Maggs, Southgate District Civic Trust

MERV YN MAGGS (x5)

The community workshop demonstrates to us that communities, when given
the opportunity and support, can come together and put forward appropriate
recommendations. For far too long developers have ignored the local community.
We will continue to make the case for the enabling role of civic societies.
Ian Harvey, Executive Director, Civic Voice

Civic
Voice
going
forward

In 2020 we have a huge opportunity to build on the first
10 years of Civic Voice and influence the future agenda
impacting on our towns, cities and villages. But to achieve
this, we need to develop strong policies that reinforce
our values, appeal to our potential supporters and can
be delivered by Government. That’s where you come in!
Civic Day 2020
National Civic Day, taking place on 20 June, inspires
residents to take action and ‘be civic’ and to ‘be thoughtprovoking’, in doing so, to transform their historic high
street and conservation area through hundreds of actions
in one day. We want you to participate and put your Civic
Day event, at the heart of your community.

The case for heritage high streets
The regeneration of high streets in England received a major boost in 2019 with
the creation of the Future High Street Task Force. The Task Force forms part of
the Government’s Plan for the High Street and has been created in response to the
recommendations of the High Streets Expert Panel, chaired by the hugely successful
entrepreneur Sir John Timpson, who argued that successful change can be created
by local communities who have a vision for their high streets and town centres.

ABC planning system
Our key themes of work will continue to be rebalancing
power in the planning system, and we will do this
by campaigning for an ‘accessible, balanced and
collaborative’ (ABC) planning system – a system with
communities at the heart. To achieve this, we believe that
we need to move towards a citizen-led, participative model
of governance for our towns, cities and villages. A system
that ensure that communities have a voice to influence the
place where they live, every day – not just every few years.
This will require a change in how we do things and how
civic societies work with local authorities.

We were pleased to join the Task Force this year where our role is to provide expert
advice on community engagement to groups and local authorities. At Civic Voice, we
want to see vibrant town centres where people live, shop, use services and spend their
leisure time. High streets must meet the needs of their local community and the key to
this is strong local leadership. We will be using the experience of groups from Aldershot
to Altrincham and Runcorn to Ramsgate to ensure that Civic Voice members continue
to have a meaningful voice in the future of their town.
Continuing our high street theme, we were pleased to invite the High Street Minister,
Jake Berry MP, to a meeting of the APPG for Civic Societies in February where he helped
launch a new guide showing how Civic Voice members are supporting regeneration
in high streets across England.
Find out more about the Future High Streets Task Force at www.highstreettaskforce.org.uk

Putting civic societies at the heart of the community
We can create a society where every individual can say
‘I care about where I live’.
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