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1. Civic Voice welcomes the opportunity to help shape the Government’s strategy 
for strengthening civil society.  This submission reflects the request for views on how 
central Government can best work with national infrastructure organisations to support 
and deliver the Big Society.  It also summarises the potential value of Civic Voice 
working as a strategic partner with the Office for Civil Society in response to Question 9 
of the consultation paper. 
 
Civic Voice 
 
2. Civic Voice is the new national charity for the civic movement.  Launched in April 
2010 we work to make the places where everyone lives more attractive, enjoyable and 
distinctive and to promote civic pride.  We champion and support the civic movement 
and the network of volunteer led and community based civic societies across England.  
In our first seven months we have been joined by 266 civic societies, with c70,000 
individual members, from across the villages, towns, cities and suburbs of the country.  
Civic societies tap into people’s love of, and concern for, where they live in ways that 
engage them in the future of their surroundings and connect with other local 
organisations.  The majority have been established for 50+ years, with the earliest going 
back into the 1840s.  New civic societies continue to be formed every year. 
 
3. Civic Voice is the result of the major debate which followed closure of the Civic 
Trust in April 2009.  We conducted a year long review of the needs of the voluntary civic 
movement which has wider relevance to the Government’s strategy for strengthening 
civil society more generally.  One of the outcomes of this review was to “reboot” the civic 
movement through the creation of Civic Voice – a small, light footed, grassroots 
organisation run on c£200k and 2 staff which focuses on the priorities of the voluntary 
civic movement and works through volunteers.  This has replaced the Civic Trust – a 
£2m+ organisation with c35 staff working on the delivery of Government projects that 
eventually lost touch with its movement. 
 
4. Civic Voice’s launch was welcomed by Prime Minister David Cameron (attached) 
and we have worked closely with different parts of the Government to help develop the 
approach to the Big Society.  This included a joint statement and letter to all local 
councils in August 2010 by the Communities and Transport Secretaries in support of our 
campaign to “cut the clutter” which cites Civic Voice as “an excellent example of the Big 
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Society in action” 
(http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/uploads/files/CLG__DfT_press_release.pdf and 
http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/uploads/files/CLG__DfTSoSs_letter_to_LA_Leaders_on_str
eet_clutter.pdf).  We are also featuring in CLG’s announcements on neighbourhood 
planning and the community right to buy local assets and run local services as part of 
the Localism Bill.  We are also closely involved with Defra’s The Big Tree Plant.  Our 
Director, Tony Burton, is one of Lord Wei’s friends of the Big Society and we liaise with 
the Big Society Network, especially around the ambitions for Your Square Mile. 
 
5. Civic Voice is actively involved in all three areas of the Big Society agenda: 
 
Empowering local communities – Civic societies are the champions of the place where 
you find them.  They are the most influential community groups shaping the overall 
quality and distinctiveness of neighbourhoods, as reflected in their buildings, streets, 
open spaces, community facilities and heritage. They provide a focus for voluntary and 
community action to improve the places where people live, work and relax.  They 
address the local issues that survey after survey shows matter to people in their lives.  
Civic societies champion the importance of attractive, enjoyable and distinctive places to 
decision makers and opinion formers in business, politics, government, the media, the 
voluntary sector and elsewhere.  Civic society volunteers frequently act as trusted 
intermediaries between local government and local people and other community and 
voluntary groups in planning, transport and other decision making.  They also play an 
essential and voluntary role in helping individuals and communities to understand and 
take action to improve the quality of their lives and everyday experience through the 
place where they live.  Civic societies promote and celebrate the best of what is 
inherited from the past and what is developed for the future.  They are a fundamental 
source of civic pride.  Their work brings benefits to the whole community and inspires 
people to get involved. 
 
Promoting social action – Civic societies are based on volunteer action and they provide 
a way for tens of thousands of individuals to take action to improve their community and 
their surroundings at the most local level. They are central to supporting and developing 
the sense of identity and belonging that comes from positive feelings about the place 
where people live.  They tap into the emotional attachment people have for their local 
area in ways that stimulate positive social action.  At their best civic societies work 
across the community by engaging people of all ages and walks of life, making 
engagement “fun”, tapping into local businesses and institutions and promoting a shared 
sense of the importance of local identity.  
 
Opening up public services - Civic societies have a long track record in helping secure a 
healthy future for public assets, such as civic and community buildings, libraries and 
museums.  In some cases this may result in local civic societies taking on services or 
purchasing and managing assets (usually through volunteers).  In other cases their 
value lies in identifying the issues in advance and provoking local debate and discussion 
to help broker solutions.  This may end up with the asset being managed by a Friends 
Group or taken on by a building preservation trust, development trust or social enterprise 
as a result of the work of the local civic society.  The Architectural Heritage Fund and the 
building preservation trust movement grew out of the civic movement and the 
relationship remains a strong one. 
 

http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/uploads/files/CLG__DfT_press_release.pdf
http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/uploads/files/CLG__DfTSoSs_letter_to_LA_Leaders_on_street_clutter.pdf
http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/uploads/files/CLG__DfTSoSs_letter_to_LA_Leaders_on_street_clutter.pdf
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National infrastructure organisations 
 
6. We believe that effective national infrastructure organisations are essential to any 
Government strategy for strengthening civil society and warrant Government support for 
the public benefit they provide.  We don’t find the categorisation as an “infrastructure” 
body a particularly helpful description of all the bodies involved.  For example, we view 
this part of our role as providing “support” to a “network” of other organisations within a 
wider movement.  We also aim to inspire and champion the views of groups in the 
network. 
 
7. We share the view that there is considerable scope to improve the effectiveness 
of national infrastructure organisations.  Our experience over the last year in establishing 
a new national charity drew heavily on the support available with mixed results.  While 
much was invaluable we share the view that the “landscape is too confusing” and found:  
 

 it hard to find out who provides what 
 overlapping and duplicated information 
 overly complex guidance full of jargon 
 more information geared towards the need of larger than smaller organisations 
 sapping bureaucracy especially in relation to registration as a charity and 
company; registration for tax purposes; opening a bank account and insurance 
cover 

 much support was heavily dependent on downloadable resources and websites 
which assume a high degree of knowledge and/or are difficult to navigate. 

 
8. The experience is illustrated by the variable availability of answers to some of the 
most obvious questions as we went through the process – there was a mass of 
duplicating and occasionally contradictory advice from multiple sources on governance, 
trustees, organisational structures and registering as a charity but it was much more 
difficult to understand HMRC registration, the needs of Companies House or how to set 
up and organise our finances.  We were overwhelmed by information on fundraising but 
found much less on volunteer recruitment and retention.   
 
9. We have also reviewed the support available from national infrastructure 
organisations which we can make available to civic societies and like minded local, 
volunteer community groups.  Our groups will generally fall into the one third of civil 
society organisations with less than £10,000 turnover and the majority who employ no 
staff.  We estimate around half of civic societies are registered charities.  We have no 
wish to duplicate what is available and want to focus our limited resources on where we 
can add value.  Unfortunately, although we have established a strategic partnership with 
NCVO, we do not generally find that the information from national support groups is well 
developed or presented for the mass of small, local, volunteer run groups.  There are 
exceptions and some material is excellently written and presented but it is often hard to 
find and there is a mass of duplication.  Too much is felt irrelevant by small, local, 
volunteer run community groups and it can be off putting in its complexity, jargon or 
approach.  As a result we have spent more time and resources navigating what is 
available and then translating and communicating it to local groups than is helpful, 
especially when it might be better provided by other sources. 
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10. Drawing on this experience, we believe national infrastructure bodies could play a 
much more important role in: 
 

 Reaching the large part of civil society that is made up of small community 
organisations that find themselves “below the radar” of many existing initiatives 
and support mechanisms 

 
 Communicating with local organisations in ways that connect and inspire action 
because of the role they can play in tailoring communications and making things 
relevant to the cause which inspires people to get involved 

 
 Providing support using methods which will engage and not be rejected by local, 
volunteer led community organisations – for example we are focused on providing 
very simple, jargon free, peer-to-peer and face-to-face support to strengthen local 
groups rather than the provision of “training” and “toolkits” (see the Strengthening 
civic societies summary of our approach below which identifies the methods we 
deploy to benefit different civic societies plotted according to their organisational 
strength and degree of focus on developing themselves) 

 
 Enhancing “one removed support” which can best be provided through local 
groups which have local respect and knowledge and can engage other voluntary 
and community groups, businesses and other institutions because of this 

 
 Providing bursaries and other support where they provide an umbrella to a social 
movement (such as the civic movement or development trusts) as they are able 
to tailor and communicate in ways likely to maximise take up and impact by local 
organisations. 

 
Civic Voice as a strategic partner 
 
11. We would welcome further discussion about the potential of Civic Voice to act as 
a strategic partner to the Office for Civil Society as part of the wider review of the 
strategic partners grants programme.  We are changing the way we organise and run 
ourselves to help in “shaping a stronger sense of society and improving people’s lives” 
by becoming more efficient, responsive and entrepreneurial.  We welcome the 
Government’s recognition that this kind of transition will not happen overnight and needs 
support.  We believe we have a distinctive contribution to make by: 
 
Engaging people’s emotions – The civic movement taps into the emotional attachment 
people have for the place where they live.  People get excited about what they can do to 
improve their local area and upset when they feel it is being damaged or neglected.  As 
the Government aims to engage more people in shaping the future of their area so it will 
need to connect with people’s hearts as well as their heads if the range of participants is 
to extend beyond those currently engaged.  We provide a “way in”. 
 
Reaching the whole public – The civic movement combines the advantages of a national 
movement with an existing and well established local reach.  It benefits the whole public 
and not just particular groups.  Its essence is a volunteer led and community based 
network united by a sense of the importance of place and a concern to promote civic 
pride.  Working through the civic movement provides a means of reaching people 
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through the places where they live in villages, towns, suburbs and cities across England 
which might otherwise be hard for Government to achieve. 
 
Being the most numerous participants in planning – The Government has identified the 
planning system as key to its ambitions for the Big Society, especially through the 
introduction of collaborative neighbourhood planning.  This is important both for 
informing planning decisions and as a route for engaging people in their local areas.  It 
can also be a focus for community organisers.  Civic societies are already the most 
numerous participants in the planning system and we welcome this “power shift” to local 
communities, along with the new community rights being introduced by the Localism Bill.  
Civic Voice is closely involved with development of the new approach by CLG.  Civic 
societies are recognised by other local community groups for their experience with land 
use planning and their knowledge of how local decisions are made.  As a result, they 
often play an important role in supporting wider involvement of community groups and 
individuals in planning issues.  We are, therefore, well placed to support the Government 
further in making a success of the planning reforms and their contribution to the Big 
Society. 
 
Seeing the bigger picture – Civic societies can be crucial in providing an overview and 
connecting issues together because of their focus on the whole place and the way it 
works.  This synoptic view is important in bringing different community and voluntary 
sector voices together for overall public benefit, especially when many have more 
specialist or sectoral interests.  We would fit well with the ambitions of the Coalition 
Government for civil society. 
 
Rebooting for the Big Society – The civic movement has recently rebooted itself in ways 
that reflect the mood of the times and the ambitions for great community involvement.  
We have replaced a top heavy and increasingly remote infrastructure organisation 
delivering national Government projects with a lightly resourced, grassroots body 
responding to, supporting and championing local community groups.  We aim for the 
majority of our core costs to be provided by the civic movement and are looking to 
develop a more resilient and sustainable business model.   
 
Empowering the empowered - In common with many community and voluntary 
organisations civic volunteers can bring significant knowledge and expertise to bear for 
the benefit of their community.  This knowledge can relate either to the local area or to 
their own backgrounds in relevant professional or other fields.  Civic societies already 
harness this voluntary knowledge for wider public benefit in addressing particular issues, 
projects or policy processes but they could achieve much more.  The priority is to 
develop their own organisational health and effectiveness.  We often find that the 
expertise and knowledge of civic volunteers is not yet as focused as it might be on 
developing organisational capability.  Yet, once the capable, often retired, volunteers 
from professional and other relevant backgrounds recognise the value of focusing their 
skills on developing stronger civic societies then their effectiveness can be transformed 
relatively quickly.  A programme of support to “empower the empowered” by 
strengthening an existing network of civic societies could achieve a step change in 
community engagement for everyone’s benefits for a relatively small amount of 
investment. 
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Reaching the community voice – The civic movement is made up almost entirely of 
smaller community organisations with an average turnover well under £10,000 and no 
staff.  Civic Voice has been established to service, support, strengthen and champion 
this movement whose needs are not well serviced by existing infrastructure 
organisations.  Our emphasis is on keeping things simple, translating others language, 
avoiding jargon and using peer-to-peer and face-to-face support rather than toolkits, 
“training” and an over reliance on downloadable resources.  We are already set up to 
deliver this support to a well established community network across England. 
 
12. We would welcome the opportunity to work with the Office for Civil Society as a 
strategic partner. 
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