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Introduction 

Thank you for joining the Big Conservation Conversation campaign to help reduce the 

number of conservation areas at risk.  

Your efforts can make a real difference by helping to identify and, by taking action locally, 

help to reduce the number of issues putting conservation areas at risk. By working together, 

we can build a national picture of the issues facing conservation areas, which will help our 

efforts to make conservation areas more attractive, enjoyable and distinctive.  

This briefing explains how to get involved in six simple steps. It also includes answers to 

some of the key issues that might be raised and signposts you to further useful information. 

The audit is also supported by a private member only area section on our website with 

examples and case studies of others campaigning to conserve their conservation area.  

Do not hesitate to ask for further help or advice at any time – just contact us at 

info@civicvoice.org.uk  

 

Conservation Area Standard: How good is our conservation area(s)? 

The Conversation Audit Tool is a way for a community to assess the condition of a 

conservation area. It is your “first steps” to managing the change in your conservation area.  

The audit provides a simple framework to gain a snapshot of the key issues affecting your 

conservation area at a point in time, which can then be used to support you in developing an 

action plan to address those issues. 

The audit provides prompts for discussions, allowing you to consider all the issues 

potentially impacting on the conservation area in a methodical manner. The audit will help 

you identify where the conservation area needs to change or improve its condition. 

The audit is simple and consists of 20 questions which cover the common issues in a 

conservation area, as identified by Civic Voice members in a survey in 2016. When you 

answer the questions, you are then required to fill in a simple online form to help interpret the 

results. Civic Voice can support you at this point.  

This audit is used to identify the issues impacting conservation areas, to support community 

action to help manage the area. It is not a character appraisal but a management audit so 

that we can help prevent further deterioration of conservation areas. We recognise that the 

best form of management is taking positive action and that local authorities often do not 

have the time or capacity to manage them. This audit is to help the community think about 

what “we can do” to make change happen.  

Where a conservation area is at risk, you may see several issues highlighted as challenges 

to address. But even if your conservation area is not classed as at risk, this audit is still 

useful as it will help you to identify the early “yellow flags” or warning signs about what could 

become an issue, so that you can address it through early intervention and do something 

about it before it does become an issue. 

mailto:info@civicvoice.org.uk
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Civic Voice’s Big Conservation Conversation 

The number of conservation areas at risk rose to 512 in 2017, after surveys of almost 8,300 

(84 per cent) conservation areas across the country. This means that 6% per cent of 

England’s conservation areas are now considered to be at risk. With funding cuts and 

continued pressure on local authority conservation staff (37 per cent of conservation staff 

lost since 2006), the problem is likely to get worse. 

The Big Conservation Conversation was launched by Civic Voice at the 2016 Annual 

Convention and AGM in Chester to reverse this trend. We are being supported by the APPG 

for Civic Societies and Civic Voice's Vice-President, Laura Sandys. 

We are gathering evidence through our various campaigns to ensure conservation areas are 

given greater resources and protection because we want to see: 

• improved community awareness and understanding of the nature and value of 

Conservation Areas, 

• stronger support for Conservation Areas amongst politicians and policy makers, 

national and local, 

• more Conservation Areas protected from damaging change.  

Between 2017-2020 and with the support of Laura Sandys, the civic movement will be 

raising awareness of Conservation Areas and we want you to show your support. Sign up 

today to join our newsletter which will keep people updated on our activities. 

 

Why are conservation areas important? 

Conservation Areas with a management plan are less likely to be ‘at risk’ according to 

Historic England. Across England, less than 50% of Conservation Areas have a 

management plan to help guide the future of an area. Whilst recognising a community group 

cannot do everything that is required within a full management plan, we want to support 

community groups to “do what they can” through “Community Conservation Area Action 

Plans”. 

 

Who is the audit for?  

The audit is designed for anyone who wants to play their part in championing and improving 

their Conservation Area. You can use the audit for different purposes i.e. to collect evidence 

for a neighbourhood plan or to use as a campaigning audit for further investment in the local 

area, but the main focus is to enable you to assess the area and consider how the 

community can take action. 

We recognise that Conservation Areas come in all shapes and sizes. The smallest 

Conservation Area is Barnet at 2.2km and the largest is Arkengarthdale in the Yorkshire 

region. When assessing your Conservation Area, we advise that you complete a separate 

audit for each character area of the Conservation Area, as the whole area may contain very 

different environments, attracting different issues. 

 

 

http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/get-involved/appg/
http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/get-involved/appg/
http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/about/people/vice-presidents/
http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/about/people/vice-presidents/
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How to use the audit 

Using the audit is carried out in four stages: a desk assessment and research, a site visit 

and walkabout, group discussion and ongoing action.   

You can download the audit from the Civic Voice website but the way of making the most of 

the audit and to ensure you are using it in a methodical manner, is by attending a Civic Voice 

training day where we explain the audit, pilot it on a local conservation area but most 

importantly connect you with like minded individuals from other conservation areas. By going 

through our training, you will be able to join the Conservation Community to access further 

support. 

 

Why attend training? 

Local authorities need to be 

given certainty that the 

information being provided 

from a community group on 

the condition of a 

Conservation Area is 

accurate, up to date and not 

biased. Using the Civic 

Conservation Audit will give 

an authority the confidence 

that the community group are 

using the national audit and 

the results are consistent due 

to the training provided. 

So, by attending training you can save yourself a lot of time and frustration in trying to get 

the local authority to support your work by using the Civic Conservation Audit. By using the 

conservation audit, you are showing that you are committed to “doing the right thing” and 

having the appropriate training and will be supported by the Civic Voice name.  

 

What are the benefits? 

Using the Civic Conservation Audit will help us to build a more complete national picture and 

a better understanding of the issues facing Conservation Areas but most importantly, we 

have developed the tool to help inspire local action, so communities can play their part in 

helping to tackle issues.    

The Civic Conservation Audit training will become a nationally recognised programme that 

will provide some of the following benefits for each group participating: 

• It will act as a prompt to examine the existing Conservation Area and to think about 

immediate and longer-term issues that require action 

• It will give a structure for action planning and appropriate follow up 

• It will give access to training and other support (at a cost) 



 

6 
 

• As a result of participating in the programme the community group involved should 

have a greater understanding of what it can do to ensure the long-term protection 

and management of their Conservation Area. 

 

How to get started? 

The Civic Conversation Audit has been developed to 

complement other audits that exist. What makes this 

different is that it has a Conservation Area focus and 

has been designed by civic societies for other 

community groups.  Its survey methodology has been 

specially designed to provide civic societies and other 

local groups with a self-sufficient means for 

undertaking their own surveys and taking action, 

individually and together.  

You will need to do the following: 

Step 1: Read this briefing and the background 

material on the Big Conservation Conversation 

campaign available at: 

www.civicvoice.org.uk/conservationareas It will make 

things much easier if you familiarise yourself with the 

issues and the campaign before you begin.  

Step 2: Talk to others about the campaign and get 

them involved. Civic and amenity societies are a 

focus for the campaign and there will be other 

organisations and volunteers you can recruit. Find out what your local authority’s approach is 

to Conservation Areas and let it know what you are planning at this stage.  

Step 3: Decide where you want to start the audit and get everything you need together. 

Some Conservation Areas are very large (!) so if this is the case, we recommend that you 

carry out a separate audit per character area of the Conservation Area. You might want to 

start first by trying the audit somewhere such as the local High Street or town centre.  

Step 4: Undertake your conservation area audit. It is recommended that you should work 

in small groups. Don’t forget to record the results and write them up when you get home.  

Step 5: Use the results of your survey 

Discuss what you can do as a group to help address some of the issues identified. What can 

partner organisations do? For inspiration, read the advice and case studies available at 

www.civicvoice.org.uk/conservationareas in particular, the case study on influencing your 

local authority to take action and raising the profile of street clutter in the local media. 

Step 6: Join the national campaign  

Participate in the national campaign and send your results and photos into Civic Voice to join 

with others in raising the profile and seeking official action to reduce the number of 

Conservation Areas at risk.  

Follow these six steps and you may be surprised by just what a difference you can make.  

http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/conservationareas
http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/conservationareas
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Any questions?  

 

Preparing for the Audit 

1) Ideally, we recommend 

that at least 6 individuals 

each undertake an audit 

on their own, or at least in 

a pair for safety reasons.  

2) However, we recognise 

that this will not be 

possible in every 

situation. Therefore, we 

would suggest that at 

least 4 assessments of 

the Conservation Area are 

completed by different 

individuals, so an appropriate comparison can be made.   

3) Gather your background research on the Conservation Area. You will be required to 

undertake some desk research to find out if the Conservation Area is: 

a. At Risk according to Historic England 

b. Has an up to date management plan 

c. Has an up to date appraisal 

d. The Local Authority has an up to date Local Plan 

4) Download all the Civic Voice resources you need to complete the audit: 

a. Guidance Notes  

b. Assessment Sheet – print out copies to fill out on your walkabout 

c. Audit Spreadsheet – you will need this to input your survey results  

d. Template Action Plan   

 

Carrying out the audit 

1) Set up a meeting with your volunteers to introduce and explain the Audit and carry 

out your surveys of the conservation area (minimum of 4 assessments).   

2) Walking around the Conservation Area, rate on a scale of 0-5 how considerable an 

issue (i.e. empty buildings) affects the condition of the Conservation Area. Complete 

the paper survey, making notes of any particular issues as you walk round. It may be 

useful to take photographs to act as prompts for your discussion afterwards.   

3) You will know your area better than anyone else. You will know whether empty 

buildings are a problem or whether inappropriate signage or poorly maintained 

pavements are an issue. It is through completing the Audit, that you will gain a better 

understanding as to the degree to which the issue is impacting on the Conservation 
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Area and to help you to consider as a group, ‘what we can we do to help address the 

issues?’     

We recognise that not every issue will be represented on the Audit. There is an option 

available on the Assessment Sheet to add in up to three site specific issues that you feel are 

particularly relevant to the area you are assessing. They are available at the end of the form 

and you can assess them in the same way as issues already listed. Civic Voice will monitor 

the response in this section to see if there are other common issues impacting Conservation 

Areas that should be incorporated into the national audit.   

 

After the audit  

When you have answered all the questions, you need to download the Civic Voice Audit 

Excel Spreadsheet to input your individual scores.  

1) The key success of this Audit is through the discussion afterwards. It is here that you 

compile and compare each other’s results to help agree a common score for each 

issue. This is done through the online Audit Spreadsheet that will aggregate the 

results and present them in an easy to understand format. 

4) Once all the scores have been inputted, the graph (see Fig. 1) will highlight the key 

issues. You now need to discuss whether the results reflect the consensus of the 

group. 

5) Priorities for action: By using the audit and having the appropriate discussion you will 

have agreed the big issues, so the next part of the discussion is agreeing ‘What do 

we do to tackle these issues? You need to consider, for example, what can we do 

about signage? How do we solve the problem of empty buildings and what partners 

do we need to engage with? 

6) On the Big Conservation Conversation website, dozens of case studies exist showing 

what other groups have done. Access to this website is provided on the training.  
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Fig 1. Example graph showing collated results for a Conservation Area. 

 

 

 

7) After completing the Audit, send your results (Spreadsheet, Action Plan and photos) 

into Civic Voice via info@civicvoice.org.uk.  

 

What happens next: Taking action? This is up to you. 

The Audit is the start of the process for a community to start playing its part in the long-term 

management of a Conservation Area. The Audit is to inspire discussions and to help you 

have evidence to start the appropriate conversation with the key stakeholders for a particular 

area. The Audit is a point in time snapshot and we would recommend it be updated on a 

regular basis to show progress and as part of a management plan.  

There are two main ways you can use the results of your Civic Conservation Audit to 

achieve change – by asking your local authority to take action and by raising the profile of 

Conservation Areas in the local media. There are lots of ideas and advice on campaigning 

with local authorities and using the media in the members only area on the Civic Voice 

website but the main points you need to know are:  

1) A clear campaign objective – to ensure no Conservation Areas across England are 

classed as at risk  

2) Evidence of the problem – this is where the results of your Civic Conservation Audit 

are so important. They provide a simple, well presented summary of the issues that 

pin point the problem and what needs to be done by you, the council and other 

stakeholders in the area.  

3) Knowing who is in charge – there is usually more than one audience for your 

campaign. The best way of influencing local authorities is to build up a long-term 

relationship and to meet and know the key councillors and officers over a period of 
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mailto:info@civicvoice.org.uk
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time. Ideally, you will be able to work in partnership with your local authority to reduce 

the number of Conservation Areas at risk.  

4) Evidence of support – this is where your efforts to involve other local groups and 

volunteers and to raise the profile in the local media can be very important. You 

might also want to get influential local people to write in support of your campaign. 

Where there are a number of civic societies and other groups in the same local 

authority area then it may be most effective to collaborate when approaching the 

local authority with your evidence.  

 

So what next? 

Depending on what you identify as the critical issues, our first piece of advice is to fill in our 

short term, medium and long term required actions, creating a mini action plan.  

Then visit the Civic Voice member’s area on the Big Conservation Conversation website for 

a list of case studies and examples and ideas for what to do next. For example, if you think 

street clutter is an issue, we would recommend a more thorough detailed assessment using 

the Civic Voice Street Clutter Audit that will help you identify specific key street clutter 

issues. However, if you think empty buildings are an issue, you would be best placed to read 

case studies on how other civic societies have tackled buildings at risk.  

Remember, different issues will require different actions.  

On our website, we have access to experts and other community groups who can also be a 

vital source of information as we build a conservation community. This is only available to 

people who have been on the training.  
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Case Study: Bewdley Civic Society 

 

 

 

 

Bewdley Civic Society: Civic Conservation 

Audit 

The civic society is reviewing the condition of the 

Bewdley Conservation Area because we have 

been concerned at the deterioration of some 

aspects of streets and buildings and felt that we 

should audit and ‘flag up’ emerging problems in 

our quarterly newsletters. As an aside, our local 

authority, Wyre Forest District Council has 

retained one conservation officer but has reduced 

the number of enforcement officers to one which 

means a heavy workload for both posts. 

The society conducted 4 audits with the 

involvement of 7 members of the Executive Committee as part of the Civic Voice pilot.  

In carrying out the audit we found that some issues were very important to some members of the 

group and less so to others. The discussion held was useful in that it enabled the civic society to 

put into perspective those issues which were serious but infrequent (such as a listed building at risk 

of collapse) and those which occurred more often but were more easily solved (such as badly 

finished street surfaces following work by local authority contractors). We found that the three 

issues putting the area most at risk are: 

1.  Poor quality and consistency of highway surfaces  

2.  The general maintenance of land/buildings  

3.  Loss of historic features, lamp posts, paving and kerbs  

The society is now going to campaign for a management plan as it feels a strategic approach, 

rather than individual issues will have a greater impact on the Conservation Area. 

 

Using the Civic Voice audit was helpful to us in ensuring a consistent approach by all 

participants and in providing a structure to identify the degree of the problem. 

Barbara Longmore, Bewdley Civic Society 


