REPORT ON MEETING ABOUT REVITALISING THE CIVIC SOCIETY MOVEMENT

HELD AT THE GOLDEN LION ON THURSDAY 18TH FEB 2010

Speaker: Tony Burton, former Director of Strategy and External Affairs at the National Trust

(A good attendance including people from various local Civic Societies. Good chairing ensured lots of people had their say and no-one carried on too long or strayed from the subject.)

The Speaker took pains to describe all the environmental, historical and so-on  groups, voluntary and charitable, that are associated with improving local areas. A Civic Society can be a Voice for such community activists, and indeed the new national society is called The Civic Voice. 

Is there a shared common thread in the Civic Movement? – they are all very different but maybe they are all concerned with Place, Identity, Emotional feeling for place …

What would a Civic Movement for the 21st Century be like?

The former Trust was wound up mainly due to the withdrawal of government funds. The future one should be self-supporting as funds used to be offered for projects not necessarily prioritized by the Trust concerned, and clearly cannot be relied on. etc.

 People and areas are changing, power structures are changing: people and groups more interested in lateral connections, rather than hierarchical ones, interested in other, neighbouring Societies and how to work collectively. 

Also people can get information without meeting anyone else. Become isolated, lose their sense of roots (my suggestion not raised at the meeting – ‘problem of mobility’?) Their demands and expectations are changing too, they expect greater efficiency in the way Societies work etc. leading to more work for members although they are of course, voluntary.

However people want to be involved with their local community, they want to connect personally with each other and they do care about their environment and civic pride is important. 

There may not be the large developments of the past which Civic Societies protested about, but there may be more slow and insidious changes, such as in architecture and street furniture, which thoughtlessly may show a lack of sensitivity about the local environment and erode the special nature of places. 

However Local Authorities are ranked against each other and can be affected in their pursuit of meeting public approval. 

There is a central Government office voluntary and community societies. Also a Development Trust /Association. Civic Trusts should/ could aim at TAKING OVER AND RUNNING COMMUNITY ASSETS. Very 21st century! In identifying local groups such as U3As and W.I.s, Civic Societies can complement them rather than compete with them.

 In the interests of expanding the idea of more local bodies being associated with the Civic Concept, I was asked to say a few words about TTSyd. The Speaker replied that Transition Towns were certainly part of the Civic Movement and that he himself has long been involved with Transition Towns (ra ra ra!).

The audience was asked about problems they are meeting lately. The effect of ‘single issue’ campaigns was expressed – once the aim was achieved the members who had joined the Civic Society for its advice and help, lost interest in it.

How are Civic Societies perceived by the public?  Often as entities opposing change – well, there is often a lot of truth in this allegation, years ago Civic Societies did mainly want to conserve seriously threatened environments. They are particularly involved with planning issues and planning applications. Many Civic Trusts are ‘amenity societies’ are seamless and can overlap.

Chris Best – Sydenham Councillor – told the assembley that the ‘Lewisham Life’ is the most read publication in the borough and may publish an article on the Sydenham Society ( AND ONE ON TTSYD?).

Brockley Central web site illustrates a different way of pursuing 20th Century civics.

Please see next page -

THE LONDON FORUM OF CIVIC TRUSTS

TALK BY PETER EVERSHAM

A lot was lost with the demise of the GLC, a sense of connectedness f London boroughs, but since the GLA Act things have improved.The 

Forum has written a Manifesto for themselves, and for the Mayor of London.It has tried to involve people in local issues, through social net-working and the web etc.

The White paper, ‘Communities in Control’  makes 57 pledges, most of which haven’t been kept to but in this century the Forum is seeking to reinvigorate this. 

Immigrant groups can be encouraged to care for their local environment if Civic Societies go into them and talk to people learn to understand them and work with them, - they are often overwhelmed with problems.

