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The Yorkshire and Humber Association 
of Civic Societies 

 
 
The Yorkshire and Humber Association of Civic Societies (YHACS) is a registered 
charity and a membership organisation for civic societies around the Yorkshire and 
Humber region.  
 
We aim to be a distinctive voice for the civic society movement in Y&H and seek to 
strengthen and develop the movement by offering our members advice, support and 
networking opportunities. We also campaign on their behalf on matters of mutual 
concern and promote awareness of the work civic societies do through our website, 
publication of our quarterly newsletter and other publications, and through the issue 
of press releases. 
 
There are currently 42 paid-up member societies within YHACS with a collective 
membership of over 7,000 individuals and organisations. 
 
Civic societies are independent, grass roots groups of citizens who seek to enhance 
the quality of life in their communities. Mostly run by volunteers, civic societies have a 
particular focus on improving the public realm and built environment – through 
helping to preserve the best of our built heritage while campaigning for the highest 
standards of architecture, design and town planning. They often act as public 
watchdogs or mediators between local authority planning officials, developers and 
the general public on developments that impact on the quality of life for local people.  
 
Civic societies can also be called upon to act as custodians of local history and 
heritage. As a result, they make an excellent springboard for fostering a sense of 
civic pride and community cohesion. Many societies celebrate the heritage of their 
locality through publishing information, organising guided walks and erecting blue 
plaques. 
 
YHACS encourages member societies to see themselves as part of a wider 
movement and to share ideas and experiences. We want to see new societies being 
created where currently there is none. In recent years, YHACS has been instrumental 
in establishing civic societies in Barnsley, Bradford and Sheffield. 
 
While we still regard the protection of heritage in the built environment as a key aim, 
we see new development as a sometimes necessary step in the direction of 
delivering vibrancy and prosperity in our communities. Where civic societies once 
viewed development in a largely negative way, the civic society movement in our 
region looks to present development as an opportunity to create the heritage of 
tomorrow. At YHACS, we are driven by a desire to reconcile the past, present and 
future of our townscapes with a vision that is developed by communities in their local 
civic societies. 
 
YHACS is a member of Civic Voice, the national charity for the civic society 
movement in England. 
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Introduction 
 

“Civic societies provide a focus for voluntary and community action to improve the 
places where people live, work and relax. They champion the importance of these 
places to decision makers and opinion formers in business, politics, government, the 
media, the voluntary sector and elsewhere. They play an essential and voluntary role 
in helping individuals and communities to understand and take action to improve the 
quality of their life 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. This work brings benefits to the 
whole community and not just to those who are members of civic societies”.  
(Source: Civic Voice) 
 
Today, the need for civic societies is, perhaps, more important than ever and civic 
societies need to be able to meet the challenges of operating effectively in what is 
often a fast-moving environment and responding quickly to a range of stakeholder 
demands. Some civic societies have risen to this challenge while others seem to be 
struggling: some have a good on-line presence while others are invisible; some 
report they can attract new members, others that they cannot; and so on. So, what 
are the opportunities and challenges facing civic societies in our region today? Is the 
civic society movement overall healthy or in danger of extinction?  
 
We know that many civic societies in Yorkshire and Humber do some marvellous 
things, often with little finance and low membership numbers, but many also report 
that they are finding things increasingly difficult, in part because of an ageing 
membership and an inability to recruit younger people. Our region includes urban, 
suburban, rural and coastal societies, big and small, city, town and village, and each 
faces its own unique problems. Are there any common threads? Could YHACS do 
more to help?  
 
It has been some time since YHACS conducted a survey of its member societies and 
we had no accurate and up-to-date information to inform our own plans for the future. 
With this in mind, in September 2011, I asked Maxime Giboulot, a French business 
studies graduate, on secondment to YHACS for three months, to undertake some 
research into the state of the civic society movement in our region and this report 
summarises his findings. It makes interesting reading with some surprising findings.  
 
With our limited resources, Maxime’s research was necessarily limited to paid-up 
member societies. His findings in effect hold up a mirror in which we can see 
ourselves. We may like what we see, we may not, but armed with the information this 
report provides us, the YHACS committee can now start to think about what YHACS 
can do to help strengthen the civic society movement in our region. We cannot do 
this on our own, of course; we shall need the active participation of our member 
societies (including those who are yet to join!). In the meantime, I hope you enjoy 
reading this report and I look forward to discussing the findings with our members in 
the coming months as we develop a longer-term strategy for YHACS. 
 

Kevin Trickett 
Chair, YHACS 
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Approach 
 
My mission was to evaluate the state of the 
civic society movement in Yorkshire and 
Humber with a particular focus on those 
societies that were paid-up members of 
YHACS. I was asked to think about what sort 
of problems civic societies were facing and 
how others might have dealt with these 
problems. I was asked to see if there were 
any lessons that could be learned or 
conclusions drawn that could inform the 
future strategy for YHACS. Although I 
covered nearly all the member societies in 
YHACS, this is still nonetheless a relatively 
small sample and just a snapshot of what 
people told me was happening. My report 
should be read with this in mind. 
 
I undertook my research over three months 
from mid-September to mid-December by 
visiting some 38 Civic Societies across the 

region.  In addition, I reviewed 3 others societies by correspondence where it was not 
possible to fit in a visit in the time available. (At the end of 2011, YHACS has 42 paid-
up members). 
 
To ensure a consistent approach to my research, I based each society survey on a 
standard list of questions that I had agreed with Kevin Trickett in advance although 
these questions were just the beginning of the dialogue I then had with societies. 
Many societies also provided literature about their organisation and their work which 
provided further insights into what they did and helped me to form an impression of 
the health of the movement generally. 
 
The report that follows examines some of successes and some of the problems that 
face societies as explained to me by the people I met. I have approached this from 
three perspectives - membership growth and decline, how societies are perceived by 
others and, finally, the way societies communicate both with their members and more 
widely. I also look briefly at the range of activities that societies undertake to try to 
assess their ambition for the future. 
 
I would like to place on record my thanks to all the people I met for giving up their 
time to show me around and to answer my questions and also for looking after me so 
well (see list on page 15).  People were remarkably frank about their societies both in 
speaking about their successes and their problems. This willingness to speak openly 
has helped me to produce a report that should help to inform the thinking of YHACS 
committee members as they develop a strategy for the coming years. 
 

Maxime Giboulot,  
Leeds,  

December 2011. 
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The State of the Civic Society Movement 
 

The representatives of the civic 
societies I met were asked to assess 
how well they thought their society 
was doing. Was the society thriving, 
ticking over, or in decline? 
 
This is not, of course, an objective 
assessment – merely the subjective 
impression of the person being 
interviewed or responding to the 
questionnaire. I set no criteria to 
define what the different ratings 
meant over and above their 
commonly understood interpretation. 
The results were nonetheless 
revealing – 41% of respondents said 
they thought their societies were 
thriving while another 54% said their 
society was ticking over. Only 5% 
(just 2 societies) were prepared to 
admit their society was in decline 
although not necessarily irreversibly 
so.   

 

 
On the face of it, this is quite an encouraging response but societies should not be 
complacent. As the following sections will illustrate, there is more that societies could 
do to raise their profile and engage with a wider section of the community. Even 
societies that see themselves as thriving report problems around membership growth 
and membership engagement. While recognising that societies exist thanks to the 
efforts of a limited number of dedicated volunteers, there is still considerable potential 
for societies to raise their game on a number of fronts, not least in reaching out to 
younger people. An ageing membership presents a threat to the long-term viability of 
the civic society movement unless a strategy for renewal and growth is adopted. 
Societies need to visualise what sort of organisation they want to be in the future and 
to develop plans that will help to ensure their continued existence in years to come. 
What is thriving today could otherwise be in decline tomorrow.  

 
1. Membership growth and decline 
 
It is fair to say that very few societies retain an entirely static membership level. Most 
societies see their membership numbers wax and wane over time. People come and 
go. It is a fact of life for any group and all societies reported an element of 
membership turnover. Many societies said that they were still able to attract new 
members but not in the numbers they would like. All societies, though, shared two 
main concerns about their membership – the fact that it is ageing and the fact that 
many members are relatively inactive in the life of the society.  
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The actual membership numbers for 
YHACS societies ranges from just 10 
to 1,300 (York). In total, the 41 
societies that participated in the survey 
have a combined membership of just 
over 7,000 people. However, there 
appears to be no direct correlation 
between local population and the size 
of a society’s membership. It is not 
surprising that two of the region’s cities 
(Leeds - 500 members – and York) 
should have the highest number of 
members – but the third largest society 
is a village – Addingham (with 420 
members).  A more detailed analysis 
over a wider sample would be required 
to understand whether there is a 
demonstrable link between location 
and membership or whether high 
membership is a direct result of what 
the society actually does and how it 
promotes itself to the community at 
large. 
 

All societies surveyed levy a membership fee. Some societies offer a range of 
subscriptions (for example, differentiating between people in employment and those 
who are retired, or offering joint and single memberships). 
 
 For the purposes of this survey, societies were asked to state what their standard 
membership fee for an individual is. The highest such membership fee was £30 
(Leeds) the lowest just £1 (Brighouse).  A typical membership fee was between £6 
and £10 per year with the average membership fee for YHACS societies being £9.96. 
 
a) The problem of an ageing membership  
 
Civic Societies have a strong and natural interest in town planning, architecture and 
the built environment, heritage, and civic pride. In theory these interests should 
appeal to the entire population as they affect the places where people live. In 
practice, however, most societies tend to attract members mainly from an older 
segment of the population. This means that many societies have an ageing 
membership and find it difficult to engage younger people in a sustainable way. So, 
what factors could be influencing this? 

 
Firstly, Societies reported that, in their experience, younger people do not have much 
free time to spare. Young people are often occupied with studying or establishing and 
pursuing their careers. Additionally, younger people seem to want different forms of 
entertainment and engagement from the sometimes rather dry and academic talks 
traditionally offered by many civic societies (even if this is only a perception of the 
sort of talks societies provide!); younger people tend prefer to socialize with friends 
their own age and to seek out livelier venues. 
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There are also problems of engagement 
with school children and young 
students. If done through an educational 
establishment such as a school or 
college, the engagement will often have 
to be formalised so that expectations 
and duty of care are properly managed 
(the need for CRB checks was 
mentioned for example). It requires 
effort, planning and imagination to 
establish partnerships with young 
people and often the effort will not then 
be rewarded by an increase in 
membership as the young people find 
other outlets for their time and 
commitment or move away to pursue 
their studies or careers elsewhere. This 
is frustrating for societies that have 
invested time, commitment, energy and 
sometimes scarce financial resources 
for what might be just a short-term 
engagement. 

 

 
Some societies reported that they were looking to interest young people in their 
locality by offering activities such as photography competitions or involvement in 
street audits with varying degrees of success.  
 
b) The problem of a less active membership 
 
Societies reported that too many of their members are what might be called passive: 
as I found out, a Civic Society can have many members, but only a few people do the 
work, and it is nearly always the same people in each society. It can be argued that 
there are two kinds of member – those who join to offer only financial support (a very 
valuable contribution of course) and are content just to read the newsletter or attend 
an occasional event (if at all) so that they remain informed about what is happening in 
the place where they live. And then there are those who do take part in the activities 
and even the work of the society but their time is often limited because of family and 
other commitments – which leaves just a small nucleus of people who are able to 
commit the time and energy to keep things going. Over time, even the active and 
committed can end up being less active, if no less committed, as their mobility 
becomes restricted through age or ill health. One point that was made to me is that 
there is a certain type of person who is prepared to join a civic society to do 
something for their community – but, by their very nature, this type of person is the 
sort who will perhaps join a number of organisations and they too have limited time to 
dedicate to the civic society as they juggle their responsibilities between the different 
organisations.  
 
Possible solutions might be to recruit a large committee so that the workload can be 
shared more equitably - one society has more than 20 members on its committee – 
or to operate a sub-committee structure so that work can be delegated.  
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c) The corporate members debate 
 

 

Almost half of YHACS member 
societies now have corporate 
members. Not only do corporate 
membership schemes offer a 
potentially lucrative source of income, 
but they also allow the society to wield 
influence within the business sector of 
their community. Societies with 
corporate membership schemes can 
also benefit from accepting services in 
lieu of cash payments and there are 
also opportunities to work in 
partnership with corporate members on 
hosting and publicising events, for 
example. 
 
Although not all societies have a 
catchment area that allows for the 
recruitment of local businesses, many 
do but have not explored the potential. 

 

2. Reputation and perceptions – how others see you 
 
As already explained, many societies report a difficulty in recruiting new members in 
the numbers they need to be sustainable or would hope to achieve if they want to 
see growth. Why should this be so? Perhaps there is something about the way others 
perceive civic societies that acts to deter them from joining? 
 
The first problem is possibly the use of the word ‘civic’ – some people are unsure 
what this is supposed to mean and, even looking in the dictionary may not provide 
much enlightenment as, literally, the word means relating to, or belonging to a city; a 
citizen, or citizenship; municipal or civil. This causes confusion as some people quite 
firmly believe that civic societies are part of the council or “something to do with the 
town hall”.  In other words, civic societies can be perceived by some as performing a 
function or service of the local council and this puts them off getting involved.  
 
A second problem for the civic movement is the current profile of the existing 
membership, generally seen as being predominantly white, middle class, and/or 
retired. This sends out very strong signals that, to be a member of a civic society, it is 
almost a pre-requisite to conform to this sort of profile. The lack of diversity presents 
a real problem for societies looking to widen their appeal and one that will require a 
determined effort if they are to reach out to other sections of the community 
successfully. For young people in particular, the existing age profile only adds to the 
perception that civic societies are rather “fuddy-duddy”. How welcoming would your 
society be to a young person, or someone from an ethnic minority group? How easy 
would it be for someone to join your society, to take an active part and to have a 
voice, even if they wanted to? 
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The final perception problem for civic societies is that, as organisations, they are 
often seen as “nimbyist” i.e., they are seen as being against new development. There 
are some exceptions, of course, but societies are very much associated with 
preserving architectural heritage and, as such seen, rightly or wrongly, as being 
against new development. People who are excited by modern architecture and who 
are prepared to see old buildings demolished to make way for new developments in 
the name of progress (and this includes developers looking to make a profit) may 
only see civic societies as being obstacles to progress. They may well be confusing 
preservation with “anti-development” but the question that remains for civic societies 
is whether to wear the nimby badge with pride or to try to change this perception.  
 
From the conversations I had, it does seem that the image of the civic society 
movement is very much associated with heritage and preservation of the status quo. 
Civic societies have their work cut out to challenge this perception and to help people 
understand that some developments, however small they may be (like changing a 
shop front), can harm the character of a city, town or village. A succession of 
relatively minor, piecemeal changes to a street or town centre can permanently 
destroy the look and feel of a place. What might have once been charming and 
characterful can become pedestrian and commonplace unless communities are 
prepared to pay attention and work together to prevent such changes or to insist on 
high quality design. But civic societies are not necessarily recognised as the 
“guardians of place” and need to do more to get their message across. 
 

3. Communication, Communication, Communication 
 
Communicating with members and others outside the society is hugely important, 
both to publicise one’s existence and to put across one’s message – whatever that 
might be. I asked societies about the methods of communication they used. 
 
a) Newsletters  
 
Rather surprisingly, many societies do 
not use this method of communication. 
Some said they do not need a 
newsletter because they have too few 
members while for others it was a lack 
of money or not having anyone willing to 
take the job on. Yet a newsletter can be 
used to keep members and other 
stakeholders informed and as a benefit 
of membership that can help to attract 
new members. A good newsletter helps 
to promote the image of a civic society 
as a professional and business-like 
organisation. Newsletters can be 
printed, which incurs a cost, or 
distributed electronically via email or 
through a website – meaning that a 
great many people can be reached for 
almost no cost. 
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b) The internet 
 
A good website can act both as a shop 
window to attract new members and as a 
notice board to tell people what you are 
doing and what’s coming up. It helps to 
make your society easy to find – 
important when many societies do not 
have premises of their own – and people 
can find out about what you are doing 
from anywhere in the world. After the 
initial effort to start up, internet sites are 
easy to run and keep up to date and 
involve little cost. Again, like a good 
newsletter, a good website conveys to 
people a strong message about the sort 
of organisation your society is. 
Conversely, in the 21st Century, not 
having a website also speaks volumes 
about the sort of organisation your 
society is…… 
  

c) Email 
 
The pace of change is more rapid than ever and information exchange needs to be 
fast-paced as well. A letter posted today will often be out of date before it arrives, let 
alone before a reply is received. Societies are increasingly using email and other 
electronic media to keep in touch with their members and others outside the society. 
Not to have access to email means increasingly that you will be left ‘out of the loop’. 
Email cuts the cost of communication and enables both formal and informal 
communication with a wide range of people and organisations almost 
instantaneously. 
 
d) Social networks (such as Twitter, Facebook, etc) 
 
Civic societies could use the new social networks to develop a real community on-
line. These are a very simple way of reaching out to and keeping in touch with a 
significant number of people. Younger people are well versed in their use and have 
come to expect organisations to make use of such media. For societies not to 
embrace them is to cut off another avenue to engage both with their members and 
the wider public. 
 
Although some societies, such as Pontefract, have already embarked on the use of 
Twitter, these on-line communication media are not being exploited anywhere near 
enough by civic societies and this is an opportunity that is being missed. (As a young 
person myself, I think social networks are the best way to engage with young people 
and I urge more societies to consider their use.)  
  
If you are serious about wanting new, younger members, you must be prepared to 
‘face up to Facebook’ and “tune in to Twitter”! 
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4. What Civic Societies Do 
 
Civic Societies reported a wide range of activities with scrutiny of planning 
applications coming out as the top activity undertaken by the survey group. Most 
societies also offered programmes of talks and meetings and roughly three quarters 
produced publications, organised social events and led guided walks. Over half said 
they put up blue plaques, ran excursions and participated in Heritage Open Days. 
However, fewer than half of the societies canvassed ran design award schemes. 
 

 
 
Societies said a shortage of willing volunteers to organise and lead activities limited 
their ability to do more – the workload tended to fall on the same people to do things. 
Smaller societies did fewer things because there was less opportunity for them to do 
some of the things that larger societies did but even larger societies agreed they 
sometimes had difficulty enticing their members to attend events and this deterred 
some societies from trying to offer more. 
 
Even large societies reported some difficulty getting their members to turn out for 
events. Some societies were actively experimenting with new ideas – one society has 
launched a dining club, for example, and sees social events such as this as a way of 
keeping in touch with the membership and encouraging them to get more involve.   
 
Within the Yorkshire & Humber region, YHACS has tried to encourage societies to do 
more things and to try out new ideas. One way it has done this was to introduce Civic 
Societies Week in 2008 – one week in the summer when societies were asked to run 
special events that would raise their profile locally. With a regional launch each year, 
YHACS co-ordinated publicity and also offered a cash prize and trophy for the society 
that was judged to have put on the best effort. So successful has this initiative been 
that the idea has been adopted nationally by Civic Voice which now runs its own 
Civic Day initiative, which YHACS supports. 

Number of societies 
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5. Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
As I have travelled around the region, I have had the opportunity to learn much about 
the essential work that civic societies do. What would have happened to your village, 
town or city if your society had not been there to lobby, campaign and discuss over 
the last 40 or 50 years? I can see that civic societies offer real value to their 
communities, but a value that is perhaps not always widely recognised or 
appreciated. However, while it is clearly important that societies should continue their 
work, they must also look to the future and think hard about the challenges they face 
if they are to survive for the next 50 years. The recommendations listed here are 
meant to inform that thinking: 
 

1. For an objective assessment of how the civic society movement is 
progressing, any future survey should ideally be based on measuring societies 
against some standard criteria.  

2. Work could be done to map society membership against factors such as local 
population, type of location (city/town/village/coastal/rural/urban) to see if there 
are any lessons that can be learned about how local population correlates to 
civic society membership.  

3. Societies should be encouraged to identify the true cost of funding their 
activities and ensuring that subscription income meets these costs as a 
minimum while ideally providing additional funds for projects.  

4. For the movement to diversify, strategies need to be developed to confront 
perceptions and to encourage membership applications from a wider section 
of the community than is typically represented currently 

5. To broaden their appeal to a wider audience, societies should consider what 
they could do to offer a greater range of lively and interesting events and 
activities that would tempt younger people in particular to participate. 

6. To avoid the administrative workload falling on just a few people, societies 
should be encouraged to review their own organisational structures. For 
example, they could consider increasing the size of their general committee or 
adopting a sub-committee structure – or potentially doing both. 

7. Nearly half of YHACS member societies have corporate memberships. Other 
societies may wish to consider the benefits of going down this road and 
adopting strategies to attract corporate members. 

8. Societies should share ideas and lessons learned about what they do with the 
aim of more societies undertaking a more diverse programme of activities and 
to help to build a recognised ‘civic society movement’ within Y&H. 

9. While recognising that societies are individual and face individual problems 
associated with their own localities, the movement needs to think about how it 
promotes its ‘brand’ – is it a movement dedicated to the conservation and 
preservation of architectural heritage or is it one that is prepared to embrace 
new development, or can it do both successfully?  Public perceptions seem to 
be that the civic society movement is predominantly a conservation 
movement. 

10. Societies should be encouraged to embrace new methods of communicating 
with their members and a wide range of stakeholders. All societies should aim 
to aim to have an internet presence (their shop window), and to produce a 
newsletter and other publications (their products) to promote the things they 
do (their services). 
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I wish to thank the following societies and individuals for their assistance with my 
research: 

 

Society Contact 

Addingham Civic Society Mike Bolton 

Aireborough Civic Society Clive Woods 

Allertonshire Civic Society Mary Edwards 

Barnsley Civic Society Allen Parks 

Beverley and District Civic Society Gerald O’Callaghan 

Bradford Civic Society Alan Hall 

Bridlington Civic Society Cyril Oliver 

Brighouse Civic Trust Mikes Stead 

Castleford Civic Society Sandra Wright 

Grimsby Cleethorpes and District Civic Society Graeme Bassett 

Doncaster Civic Trust Archie Sinclair 

Forest of Galtres Society Helen Kirk 

Halifax Civic Society June Paxton White 

Harrogate Civic Society Henry Pankhurst 

Honley Civic Society Colin Hill 

Horbury Civic Society Ted Fawcett 

Hornsea Civic Society John Miller 

Horsforth Civic Society Martin Hughes 

Howden Civic Society Bernard Nield 

Huddersfield Civic Society David Wyles 

Hull Civic Society Malcolm Sharman 

Ilkley Civic Society Helen Kidman 

Leeds Civic Trust Martin Staniforth 

Market Weighton Civic Society Tony Leonard 

Ossett Civic Society David Mitchell 

The Oulton Society John Crapper 

Pickering Civic Society Mike Potter  

Pontefract Civic Society Peter Cookson 

Pudsey Civic Society Dave Richards 

Richmond and District Civic Society John Clarke 

Ripon Civic Society David Winpenny 

Rotherham and District Civic Society Peter Hawkridge 

Saddleworth Civic Trust Diana Terry 

Scalby Village Trust Caroline Pindar 

Scarborough and District Civic Society Adrian Perry 

Selby Civic Society Michael Dyson 

Skipton Civic Society Susan Wrathmell 

Wakefield Civic Society Kevin Trickett 

Wetherby Civic Society Nic Sheppard 

Whitby Civic Society Geoffrey Wilson 

York Civic Trust Peter Brown 
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