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Nigel Gervis demonstrating the application of hemp-
lime plaster at the IHBC West Midlands Branch Day 
School at Acton Scott (Photo: Debbie Bo!n)

SKILLS REVIEW
JOHN PRESTON, IHBC EDUCATION SECRETARY

What is the best context for 
promoting built heritage 
conservation skills and 
training in uncertain times?  

Conservation is seen as a niche 
activity; for years, English Heritage 

and others have worked to establish it 
as a discipline recognised among the 
traditional professions. EH launched 
its requirement for conservation 
accreditation at the 2001 IHBC 

accreditation requirements, for grant 
aid only, had a very limited reach even 
before the current financial crisis. 

Meanwhile, the professions felt 
challenged by the government’s 
approach to vocational qualifications, 
which is based on competitiveness, 
growth and meeting the needs of 
employers. The problem is that their 
skills needs and the resulting ‘national 
occupational standards’ are defined 
through Sector Skills Councils in 
which large employers take the lead. 
It is a particularly acute problem for 
conservation, which is spread across 
the public and private sectors but 
forms only a very small part of the 
activity of larger employers in either 
sector. Furthermore, conservation 
cuts across the remits of at least 
nine Sector Skills Councils. Its 
end product, in terms of work on 
buildings, falls within the construction 

underpinning philosophy is cultural 

regulatory role is governmental. 
EH works closely with both 

ConstructionSkills and an 
independent body, the National 

which also plays a significant role. 

a Sector Skills Agreement with 
ambitious aims, including e!orts to 
introduce accreditation in the private 
sector through working ‘towards a 
Construction Skills Certification 

2010, including the CSCS Heritage 
Skills and Professional Qualified 
Persons cards for those working on 
all built heritage projects and sites’,1 

but how many reading this have heard 
of, let alone hold, a CSCS card?

EH and Historic Scotland’s 
work with ConstructionSkills has 
provided valuable research. We 
now know much more about the 
state of the industry and skills 

progress in relation to a fundamental 
problem. There remains no clear 
body of employers, and defined 
employer needs, to give critical mass 
for conservation within the Sector 

employers have not been brought into 

have seen themselves as regulators, 
overlooking their scope for taking a 
lead as employers, setting standards 
for their own workforces and so 
indirectly for others doing similar 
work. Without these developments 
and without agreed standards of 
service delivery, there has been little 
prospect of making an impact in 

Without e!ective regulation there 
is even less scope for driving up 
standards in the private sector. 
Without these foundations, what can 
be done to sustain skills levels or the 
courses needed to provide them?

before the credit crunch, what 

conservation make a better case for 
relevance in a new landscape? As 
Sir Neil Cossons said back in 2002: 

‘We are finished if, as happens with 
many professional organisations, we 
turn inward upon ourselves, find it 
comfortable to talk to each other and 
forget about talking to the outside 
world.2 Now it’s even more vital  that 
we combine conservation skills with 

by The Egan Review
which are, through the World Bank’s 
standards, intrinsic to the IHBC’s own 
competences. Might the government’s 
promotion of apprenticeships 
help overcome the longstanding 
conservation catch-22 of not being 

Perhaps above all, we need to 
shift mindsets from the challenges 
of the past to those of the future. 
Could the greatest opportunity be 
the twin challenges of climate change 
and peak oil? In dealing with both, 
the emphasis must necessarily switch 
towards the small and the local, 

Understanding and having the 
necessary skills to refurbish traditional 
buildings will be vital. How about 
starting with IHBC branches and 

John Preston, education@ihbc.org.uk

1 ‘Memorandum of Understanding on 
Maintaining Standards and Best Practice in 
the Built Heritage Sector in England’, www.
ihbc.org.uk/recent_papers/docs/MOU%20
for%20Built%20Heritage%20Sector%20in%20
England%202009.pdf

2 N Cossons, ‘Time for Shared Outlooks and 

Environment Conference 2002, www.ihbc.org.
uk/recent_papers/docs/PATHE2002/cussons/
page2.html
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THE NEED FOR SKILLS
THE HERITAGE PERSPECTIVE

JOHN EDWARDS

Traditional building craft skills 
are at risk of dying out in the UK 
with only 30,000 or so craftspeople 
with the appropriate skills. 
Initiatives such as the development 
of bursary schemes, training 
routes into the Heritage Skills 
NVQ Level 3 and an increase 
in programmed and ad hoc 
training sessions and awareness 
courses have all helped, but they 
have not dramatically improved 
the numbers of appropriately 
skilled craftspeople in the UK.

With the oldest building stock in 
the western world, more than 20 per 
cent of which is traditionally built 

the UK building industry to have 

maintain older buildings properly. 

research published in 2008 suggests 
otherwise. The research established 
that a quarter of professionals find it 
di!cult to specify the right work to 
traditional buildings and almost two 
thirds felt that their education was 
inadequate for this kind of work – and 
these are only the ones who were 
brave enough to own up. This results 
in the use of modern materials and 
techniques which have been developed 
from a new construction knowledge-
base and which are inappropriate 
and potentially damaging to 
traditional buildings. It also results 
in the wrong skills being demanded 
and deployed. While many of our 
buildings require traditional craft 
skills, they are frequently not deployed, 
partly because the professionals 
involved are not asking for them.

will of course specify the right work 
and demand the right skills, but 
most work undertaken to traditional 
buildings involves mainstream 
professionals. Until mainstream 

professionals recognise that many 
of them don’t understand 20 per 
cent of the UK’s building stock, and 
that this could be contributing to 
the deterioration of those buildings, 
they will continue to specify 
inappropriate work and consequently 
the number of appropriately skilled 
crafts people in the UK will never 
reach the level required. The full 

hidden because appropriate work 
is not being demanded wherever it 
is required. We must address the 
shortfall in demand by increasing 

professionals responsible for specifying 
work, while at the same time 

increasing the supply by improving 
the skill levels of craftspeople.

Initiatives to increase the number 
of craftspeople with the required skills 
have had limited success, with only 
about 500 individuals obtaining the 
Heritage Skills NVQ Level 3. This 
will not solve the problem, so other 
initiatives need to be developed. One 
such initiative involves short courses 
aimed at increasing the knowledge base 
of craftspeople so they will be both 
better equipped and a couple of rungs 
up the ladder towards the Heritage 
Skills NVQ Level 3. The courses 
are aimed at upskilling thousands 
rather than hundreds of craftspeople 
and the first is being piloted in 

The Grade I listed Ham House (above) is maintained and repaired in an informed way using traditional materials 
and skills. Unlisted Victorian terraced houses (facing page, top left) are generally constructed in the same way 
as Ham House, basically in masonry units bedded and jointed in lime mortar. Although they are essentially 
the same, the approach to their repair is usually completely di!erent; the Victorian terraced houses are 
normally treated with modern materials and repair techniques. The modern terrace (facing page, top right) is 
fundamentally di!erent to the Victorian terraced houses as it relies on impervious barriers in its construction 
while the Victorian terraced houses are comprised of porous building materials. They are usually treated using 
the same modern materials and repair techniques, but they should be approached very di!erently.
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painting and decorating. Developed 
by the Heritage and Conservation 
Team at ConstructionSkills with 
the support of the National Trust, 
English Heritage and individual trade 
federations, these two-day courses 

trade federations will ultimately take 
ownership of these courses, promoting 
them to their members as a way of 
increasing knowledge and obtaining 
a qualification which can be cited on 
each individual’s ConstructionSkills 

Scrapping proper apprenticeships 
in the 1980s is often cited as the 
reason for the current skills shortage 
in the UK, and while that was a 
factor, the problem runs much deeper. 
Craftspeople have been trained in new 
construction alone and this continues 
to be the case with basic craft training 
at NVQ Level 2. Although new 
construction comprises just over half 
of the building industry’s output, 
it is the subject of 100 per cent of 
training and assessment. Change is 
needed and a feasibility study is taking 
place that will hopefully see all craft 
training at NVQ Level 2 incorporate 
elements of building maintenance and 
repair. This will be a major shift that 
will highlight the di!erence between 
construction and maintenance/repair 

of new and traditional buildings.
While the developments set out 

above will go some way towards 
improving the supply of crafts 
skills, their success will be limited 
if the demand for them is not 
properly addressed too. Although 
the problem is being highlighted 

by major heritage organisations 
and by ConstructionSkills, more 
needs to be done. Some initiatives 
are being developed, but these 
are at an embryonic stage and 
without the commitment and 
support of mainstream professional 
institutions and course providers, 
initiatives to address the shortfall 
in the demand for appropriate craft 
skills simply will not succeed.

At a time when the number 
of conservation o"cers is being 
reduced, many may find it di"cult 
to deal adequately with conservation 
areas. The issues raised in this 
article, however, highlight the need 
for vigilance and for conservation 
o"cers to provide greater support 
for mainstream consultants and 
contractors, if inappropriate work 
and skills are to be avoided.

Conservation specialists and those 
responsible for work to protected 
buildings should also be doing more to 
support initiatives aimed at improving 
the calibre of craftspeople. Too few 
clients are demanding a CSCS carded 
workforce. Some conservation and 
heritage professionals say they can 
choose the right craftspeople without 
the need for the CSCS Heritage 
Skills Card, but looking at the bigger 
picture suggests that the majority of 
professionals are not very successful 
at choosing the right craftsperson 
for the right job at the right time. 
Ultimately, an appropriately qualified 
craft workforce will provide a base 
standard that should be su"cient for 

conservation professionals to the 
relatively uninformed mainstream 

professionals who currently seem 
to be doing the majority of the 
work on traditional buildings.

There is little doubt that the 
public lacks confidence in the UK 
building industry. The CSCS Skills 
Card can help domestic clients choose 
contractors and craftspeople with 
confidence, but unless all professional 
clients support such initiatives, they 
will not take o! and little progress 
will be made in improving the way 
we care for traditional buildings 
and ensuring that the right skills 
are deployed at the right time.

Many challenges lie ahead, 
including how we manage 
conservation, how we use our stock 
of traditional buildings and, most 
significant of all, how we address 
climate change. But if we can’t 

surrounding the basic maintenance 
and repair of one in five of the UK’s 
building stock, we can hardly be 
well placed to take on the job of 
retrofitting our traditional buildings 
in a sensitive and well-informed way. 
The UK building industry must first 
understand and practice the basics 
of maintenance and repair. Only 
when this has been mastered can we 
hope to guarantee the future of our 
traditional and historic buildings in a 
changing and uncertain environment.

John Edwards MA DipBldgCons 
CEnv FCIOB FRICS IHBC holds a 
senior professional position in English 
Heritage’s conservation department 
and leads on professional and craft 
skills development including the 
validation of master craft courses.

Unprotected terraced house Modern construction
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TRAINING REQUIREMENTS FOR 
CONSERVATION OFFICERS
PHILIP BELCHERE

Although local authority 
conservation o!cers are rapidly 
becoming a rarity, the need 
for experienced and dynamic 
conservation o!cers has never 
been more acute. Development 
pressures with no regard for 
the historic environment are 
increasing and the dividends 
o"ered by heritage-based 
regeneration are increasingly 
overlooked by developers and, 
to some extent, by our planning 
colleagues. Sometimes it is up 
to the conservation o!cer to 
redirect the radar and bring 
conservation back onto the agenda.

Conservation o!cers need a 
diverse set of skills due to the variety 
of the demands made on them, which 
means the selection and appointment 
of successful candidates is often quite 
challenging. While the selection 
criteria across authorities may be 
similar, the following comments are 
fundamentally Shropshire-centric.

A clear and detailed understanding 
of theoretical and practical 
approaches to conservation is 
essential. At interview the applicant 
must demonstrate confidence and 
clarity in their understanding of 
significance and show balance in 
their approach at a pragmatic level to 

the wide-ranging demands of both 
stakeholders and heritage assets. 
They must have an understanding 
of the core documents underpinning 
conservation philosophy, in particular 
PPS5 and English Heritage’s 
Conservation Principles. They also 
need to demonstrate knowledge 
and understanding of planning 
legislation and policy, architectural 
history, traditional building 
construction, general building design 
and construction and the built 
environment. Of course, candidates 

The ability to communicate 
e"ectively both orally and in writing 

The author (right) on site during the restoration of the squatters’ cottages at Blakemoorgate, Shropshire for Natural England (All photos: Shropshire Historic Environment)
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TRAINING REQUIREMENTS FOR 
CONSERVATION ARCHITECTS
THE EMPLOYER’S PERSPECTIVE

JONATHAN GOTELEE

Training implies improvement, 
which can be understood as a 
three-stage process involving:

the desire to improve
forming a philosophy 
for improvement
gathering practical 
experience.

Training should be applied at 
every level of an organisation: 
from its main aims, through its 

recognise the central importance 
of sta! training for developing 
both the practice and the varied 
and di!erently skilled individuals 
whose professional home it is.

1. THE DESIRE TO IMPROVE
Improvement requires passion, the 
desire to do better, to understand 
more deeply or to create new 

planning, the commitment of 
resources and a long-term outlook. 
At Purcell Miller Tritton our training 
system aims to provide these.

We try to identify engaged, 
committed and inspired 
people at an early stage. In job 
applications we check whether:

the application shows why 
the person wants to work for 
the practice, whether they 
have found a named member 
of sta! to contact, that their 
CV includes images of their 
work, what research they 
have done into the practice, 
and why they like our work
the candidate has conservation 
accreditation, a postgraduate 
conservation qualification or 
other specialism and whether 

they have been a SPAB Scholar
the applicant is a member of any 
professional bodies relevant to 
our work, eg SPAB, the IHBC, 
the 20th Century Society or the 
Project Management Institute, 
and what e!orts they have made 
to increase their knowledge 
through CPD or other forms 
of professional training.

We encourage employees to take 
their own interests further to 
achieve specialism in particular 
areas, but guide them towards 
achievable goals which build on their 

are encouraged; if possible we will 
give someone work on a project in 
another o"ce, including temporary 
relocation, to provide them with 

prepares them for taking a lead 
role on similar projects with less-

home o"ce; it also builds relationships 
between o"ces within the practice.

A great deal of the inspiration 
to improve comes from within. 

Senior architects lead both by 

posts and working on some of the 
UK’s most wonderful places they 

and enjoyment of the role to which 
others can aspire. By delegating the 
work, they also ensure that those 

opportunities to gain knowledge, 
grow, mature and enjoy similar work.

2. FORMING A PHILOSOPHY FOR 
IMPROVEMENT
Unless there is a strongly defined core 
philosophy there is no foundation 
from which to spring. We have, 
for instance, formally set out our 
conservation principles as part of 
a thorough analysis of what we 
do, how we do it and who we need 
to do it. These principles already 
formed the basis of our conservation 
approach, putting them in writing 
just makes sure that all members 
of sta! can easily refer to them.

We also have internal groups whose 
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purpose is to improve our design, 
conservation and technical skills, our 
sustainability, business management 

each o!ce alerts sta" to relevant 
knowledge and training opportunities. 
A monthly newsletter rounds up 
the information, publishing it on 
the practice intranet. Content 
might include relevant courses or 
conferences, new research, articles 
from journals or news of interest. 
Each o!ce also receives a core set 
of journals, circulated to all sta".

Finally, our human resources 
department manages sta" recruitment, 
training and development. This is 
an important element in ensuring 
we engage the right people to carry 
out our work and we invest heavily 
in this area. We hope new employees 
will become part of the practice for 
many years; it is a hope borne out by 

have come up through the practice 
having started as Part II students.

We see student sponsorship as a 
key part of our role as a conservation 
training ground, and sponsoring 
technologists and Part I/II students to 
continue their studies constitutes one 
third of our learning and development 
budget. When students return to 
the practice for their o!ce-based 

We have a regular informal 
appraisal process which is formally 
recorded annually. The process 
measures key performance indicators, 
checks CPD aims and achievements 
and recommends training needs. 
It also asks sta" members for their 
preferences or suggestions.

The emphasis on training means 
using many di"erent methods to 
achieve it. We use specialist suppliers 
to give intensive courses on creative 
writing, management or presentation 
skills; accredited CPD providers 
give in-o!ce training sessions on 
new technology and equipment. To 
broaden awareness of what the practice 
is doing, and the skills available 
for repair and restoration work, we 
regularly arrange visits to specialists 

understanding of methods and 

courses organised at West Dean 

or the Scottish Lime Centre.
Selected sta" are invited to 

attend longer courses. Each year 
we send one mid-career architect to 
the Attingham Summer School and 
all new technical sta" are o"ered a 
place on the SPAB’s one-week repair 
course. We also sponsor an additional 
qualification, such as an MSc in 
Architectural Practice Management.

Another important source of 
information comes from involvement 
in organisations like the IHBC, 
SPAB or DOCOMOMO. The 
journals, lectures and visits 
provided by these organisations 
are generally packed with technical 
and instructive information written 

3. GATHERING PRACTICAL 
EXPERIENCE
The more learning is related to 

concepts are di!cult to process 
without concrete demonstrations. 
Slides in a lecture do not 
communicate as well as a visit to a real 
building and no amount of training 
can replicate the lessons learned from 
seeing designs and specifications 
constructed on the ground. This 
is especially true in conservation, 
a discipline that requires subtlety 
of touch but relies on the skills of 
others to deliver the result. Too often, 
carefully researched and apparently 

producing a bland facsimile rather 

than a vibrant original building, 
time-worn but properly repaired and 
maintained. It is only immersion in 

and the humility to learn from skilled 
people that generates the knowledge 
needed to give a conserved building 
a glow of good health, as opposed to 
producing an over-scraped restoration.

We nurture this knowledge in our 
sta" by taking on a wide variety of 
work, from small church quinquennial 
repairs to major construction projects 

are given small projects or elements 

people to guide and mentor them. 

interaction with skilled members 
of the building industry, as those 
professionals, craftspeople and 
conservators, with their communal 

on reasoned, sensible and e"ective 
studio and site decision-making skills. 
In this way, individuals not only 

but progress towards conservation 
accreditation, a qualification that we 
now regard as essential for our work.

Jonathan Gotelee MA(Hons) Dip 
Arch RIAS RIBA ran his own practice 
in Edinburgh before combining with 
Purcell Miller Tritton to form the practice’s 
Scottish studio. He has worked on projects 
in Europe, the United States and the 
Far East and his experience includes 
cathedral and Category A listed building 
conservation, as well as new buildings. 
He is an IHBC a!liate member.

On-site learning at the National Maritime Museum Sammy Ofer Wing (All photos: Purcell Miller Tritton LLP)
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INTEGRATING TRAINING AND 
SKILLS DEVELOPMENT ACROSS 
PROFESSIONS
INGVAL MAXWELL

THE CONSERVATION, REPAIR  
AND MAINTENANCE (CRM) 
CHALLENGE
Over the past decade a significant 
lacuna has become apparent in the UK 
construction industry, which operates 
in two significant sectors: new-build 
and repair and maintenance, yet 
predominantly trains for one: new-
build. As a result, training and skills 
development in the CRM sector has 
been inadequate, resulting in some 
unfortunate consequences in dealing 
with our built heritage.

Endorsing these concerns, a series 
of recently published reports, some 
from the National Heritage Training 

that CRM work has an overall UK 

annum. The underlying message 
of these reports, however, is that 
the quality, value and needs of pre-
1919 built heritage have not been 
adequately recognised by the relevant 
education and training providers, the 
industry, or the professional bodies. 
Furthermore, there is a general lack of 
understanding of the value of our built 
heritage at all levels of society, despite 
what is being spent on its upkeep.

ACCREDITATION IN BUILDING 
CONSERVATION
Fortunately, the construction industry 
and professional bodies have recently 
begun to recognise that education 
and training in the conservation, 

building stock have not been receiving 
the attention they deserve, and that 
significant steps will be necessary to 
redress the imbalance. The formal 
accreditation of building professionals 
to work in building conservation 
was identified as one such initiative 
required to drive up quality and 

standards in the sector.
In aiming to give appropriate 

recognition to individuals that a 
recognised standard has been met, 
a number of basic challenges were 
identified in setting up the various 
professional body accreditation 
schemes. The fundamental objective 
of improving competencies involved 
devising an agreed structure and 
guidelines that accreditation schemes 
should follow. A peer-review 
assessment process was thought to 
be the best way forward, requiring 
the formal submission of relevant 
evidence compiled by the individual 
and forwarded, with a fee, to their 
professional body for consideration.

THE EDINBURGH GROUP and 
www.understandingconservation.org
To pursue these objectives and 
to enable a dialogue across the 
disciplines, a UK-wide pan-
professional body emerged in 
1999 which became known as the 

Considering the issues involved 
from the client’s perspective, the 
initial work of the group looked at the 
three building profession accreditation 

Accreditation of Conservator-

view to determining and endorsing 

them. As a result, it was able to assist 
in the preparation of generic guidance 
for applicants and accreditation 
assessors that all the participating 
professional bodies in the group could 
sign up to.

In support of the various 
accreditation initiatives that had 
emerged or were emerging, another 
significant output from the Edinburgh 

accreditation support website www.
understandingconservation.org. 

The juxtaposition of old buildings and new in Fountainbridge, Edinburgh is a reminder of the wide range of 
conservation, repair and maintenance challenges which the future holds. (All photos: Ingval Maxwell)
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Oddfellows Hall, Plymouth clearly demonstrates the need for a sensitive approach to conservation, repair and maintenance.

Taking a broad perspective, the site 

the ICOMOS Guidelines for Education 
and Training in the Conservation of 
Monuments, Ensembles and Sites dating 
from 1993, and recast them into five 
relevant subset units against which 
accreditation submissions could be 
made based on a range of appropriate 

following topics:

technology

of conservation works.
Set out in the form of structured 
CPD, the website o!ers assistance 
and guidance to practitioners who 
wish to seek accredited status. The 
site is not a formal course as such, 
nor does it provide an easy route 
to accreditation. What it does seek 
to achieve is to influence the way 
individuals think about conservation 
issues, and it encourages the adoption 
of a self-assessment regime to 
assist in the process of compiling 
an appropriate body of evidence 
for peer-review. Now administered 

by the Conference on Training in 
Architectural Conservation, the site 
has received more than 600,000 hits 
in its first four years and is clearly 
meeting a demand that is not being 
fulfilled elsewhere.

UK BUILDING CONSERVATION 
ACCREDITATION SCHEMES

accreditation schemes have been 
set up in the UK, and another in 
the Republic of Ireland. With the 

of Architects in Ireland, all have 
participated as active members of the 

below with the years in which their 
respective schemes were established:

The Royal Society of Ulster Architects 

formally adopted the recent RIBA 
scheme which, unlike the others, 
o!ers an incremental accreditation 
route at three levels: Conservation 
Registrant, Conservation Architect, 
and Specialist Conservation Architect. 
In creating this approach, these three 
professional bodies have followed 
the lead of others in recognising 
the significant value of the entire 
CRM sector to the profession’s work 
portfolio, and the challenges that it 
creates.

A stone cleaning project in Glasgow 30 years 
on: will accredited status help to ensure correct 
speci!cation in future?
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CONSERVATION NATIONAL OCCUPATIONAL 
STANDARDS
Addressing the required abilities elsewhere in the industry, 

benchmarks that describe the competences that individuals 
should possess to carry out particular job functions in 
their work. The NOS can also be used for a variety of 
other purposes, including the development of competence-
based qualifications such as National Vocational 

SVQs. They provide proof that an individual has both 
the knowledge and the technical ability to carry out a job 
role in the work place to an appropriate standard. During 
2010, a Conservation Level 3 Standard was devised by the 
Construction Industry Council, with industry support, 
to address the abilities of those working in support roles 
in conservation. This could involve individuals dealing 
with a variety of tasks, whether submitting or assessing 
applications, or advising, or organising projects. Those 
eligible to be assessed under the Conservation NOS 
could be working for local authorities, other public 
organisations, or be in private sector consultancies. Soon 
to be o!ered, the Conservation Level 3 will be augmented 
by a Conservation NOS Level 4 in the near future, as work 
on the Level 4 has just been authorised.

CONCLUSION
With so many organisations involved in the process of 
defining and agreeing building conservation accreditation 
and standards, ensuring consistency in the overall approach 
has been essential. An appropriate integration across 
the various professional body accreditation schemes, the 
www.understandingconservation.org website and the 
development of the Conservation NOS, has been assured 
by embedding the principles of the ICOMOS guidelines for 
education and training in all these training and educational 
initiatives.

Further Information
Built Heritage Sector Professionals Skills 

Needs Analysis of the UK Built Heritage Sector 2008 see:
 www.nhtg.org.uk/nhtginitiatives/publications/research/

For the ICOMOS Guidelines for Education and Training in the 
Conservation of Monuments, Ensembles and Sites see:
 www.icomos.org/docs/guidelines_for_education.html
For details of the professional body accreditation  
schemes see:
 http://bc-url.com/aic
Details of the Icon Scheme can be found at: 

Details of the Conservation National Occupational Standard 
can be found at:
 www.cic.org.uk/activities/conservation.doc

Ingval Maxwell OBE DA(Dun) RIBA FRIAS CAABC 
ACA FSA Scot is currently acting on a number of European and 
UK advisory boards. Until his retirement from Historic Scotland 
in 2008 his architectural career focused on conservation.

Bullen Conservation Ltd, Lowerhouse Works,
Lowerhouse St, Oldham, Lancs  OL1 3NN 
Tel:0161 633 6528  Fax:0161 633 7064  
email: sales@bullenconservation.co.uk
www.bullenconservation.co.uk

C O N S E R V A T I O N
&  M A S O N R Y
S P E C I A L I S T S

Offering a complete conservation
service by skilled craftsmen
dedicated to maintaining our
history for future generations

T

Masonry 
Conservation 
& Ecclesiastical 
Specialists

Managing 
change in 
the historic 
environment

Heritage

Contact:
Roger Mascall
E: rmascall@turleyassociates.co.uk
T: 020 7851 4010

www.turleyassociates.co.uk
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CONTRACTORS AND THE 
CONSERVATION SKILL SET
SIMON BUTLER

In recent years there has been 
an increasing and very welcome 
emphasis on the development 
of craft and construction 
skills appropriate to the 
development and maintenance 
of the historic buildings that 
form such an integral and vital 
part of our built heritage.

Strenuous e!orts have been 
made to improve this skills base 
and many training providers now 
o!er courses on everything from 
limework to stonemasonry, historic 
brickwork to leadwork, dry stone 
walling to stone slating, all within 
the NVQ framework. In addition, 
the new Traditional Skills Bursary 

those employed in the mainstream 
construction sector to develop the 
skills required to work competently 
in the conservation sector.

Finally, the launch of the 
Heritage Skills CSCS card under 
the ConstructionSkills Certification 
Scheme is also a welcome 
development, allowing conservation 
contractors to demonstrate their 
competence to work on historic 
buildings through a nationally 
recognised and accredited standard.

These are all welcome, positive 
developments. However, there 
is perhaps a tendency to see the 
development of these skills as the 
solution to the problem of the 
inappropriate repair of pre-1919 
buildings. This is, of course, not 
the case, but it is undoubtedly 
true that there is no one-size-fits-
all solution to this problem.

THE PROBLEM WITH BUILDING 
CONSERVATION
Like most conservation contractors, 
my company is called to work on a 
wide variety of projects. These range 
from turn of the century semis to 

timber frame houses, from medieval 
churches to 20th century colliery 
buildings and everything in between.

We may be called upon to conserve 
these buildings in their original form 
or to change their use to something 
else entirely, installing new mechanical 

or adding structural elements.
Some of the buildings 

and sites that we work on are 
unprotected, relying only on our 
concern for old buildings to keep 
them from unnecessary harm, 

while others will be protected by 
legislation and by understandably 
suspicious conservation o"cers, 
mindful to ensure that we don’t 
compromise the building through 
poor workmanship, or worse.

The term ‘building conservation’ 
conjures up mental images of repairs 
to ornate cathedral stonework, the 
conservation of historic ceiling 
paintings, or the consolidation of 
ornate decorative plasterwork, but 
in real terms this is only a fraction 
of what we do. Much of the work 

The scheduled Pleasley Colliery, Derbyshire: the skills required to repair and conserve the iconic steel 
headstocks, and concrete tub track are not perhaps ‘high conservation’ and do not easily !t into the 
conventional conservation mould.



34

Y E A R B O O K  2 0 1 1

required by historic buildings is far 
more prosaic. While the heritage 
CSCS card and the relevant NVQ 
give confidence that the mason you’re 
employing can do the job, there is 
no such guarantee when it comes to 
the M&E contractor, who wants to 
route his services through a building 
in the most direct way possible, 
regardless of what’s in his way.

The reality is that we have to 
concentrate not only on developing 
the conservation skills of our 
sta! and subcontractors, but also 
on developing an awareness of 
conservation principles with our 
more conventional trades.

CONSERVATION PHILOSOPHY
To manage and develop the 
conservation skills we need 
to undertake our work it 
is vital to establish a basic 
conservation philosophy: 

historic fabric is important, should 
be treated with respect, and should 
be retained where possible
new work should be reversible
repairs should be honest
quality matters.

This approach should underpin the 
work of every conservation contractor. 
At Robert Woodhead Limited 
it forms the basis of all training 
for our sta! and subcontractors. 
Every member of sta! receives 
a briefing on our conservation 
philosophy as part of their site 

this subject are given quarterly.
This very simple approach 

has been particularly useful for 
the non-conservation trades, and 
it has delivered a measurable 
reduction in the kind of problems 
that can arise when the site 
manager’s back is turned.

STAFF DEVELOPMENT
Our approach to sta! development 
is, like that of many contractors, 
remarkably conventional. Apprentices 
are trained through a combination 
of on-site development and taught 
work at college and progress towards 
the basic minimum target of NVQ 
Level 3. This is one area where the 
additional emphasis on conservation 
skills has paid dividends, with 
apprentices now better able to display 

the wide range of skills needed.
We also believe that continuous 

development is fundamental to 
the development of a successful 
workforce, whether through 
formal CPD, one-o! courses, or 
simple on the job development. 
Quarterly sta! appraisals are used 
to identify opportunities to develop 
sta! skills, and training plans are 
agreed to manage the process.

In recent years we’ve used a variety 
of routes for sta! development. As 
well as on-site mentoring, sta! have 
attended practical materials and 
techniques courses at local colleges 
focusing on limework, plastering, 
stonemasonry and leadwork. There 
is now a wide variety of such courses 

been that they are both useful and 
enjoyable for those who attend.

It is important to recognise 
that development should not be 
restricted to site sta!. O"ce-based 
sta! who specify works and purchase 
materials for conservation projects 
need development too. We have 
recently started a programme to 
put our surveyors, estimators and 
project managers through the SPAB’s 
Repair of Old Buildings course.

INTEGRATING IHBC MEMBERSHIP 
IN STAFF DEVELOPMENT
It would be fair to say that the 
IHBC has traditionally provoked 
a fair degree of head scratching 

among conservation contractors, 
who see the organisation as 
primarily for conservation o"cers, 
planners, architects and other 
equally suspicious creatures.

We now believe that membership 
of the IHBC provides a framework to 
build and demonstrate competence 
in the management and practice of 
the conservation discipline on site. 
Through a"liate membership and 
the development and implementation 
of a training plan that leads to full 
membership, we aim to develop 
a team of site managers, project 
managers and surveyors who 
can lay genuine claim to the title 
of conservation professional.

YOUR STAFF ARE YOUR MOST 
IMPORTANT ASSET
As competition for work becomes 
tougher and margins thinner, there 
is of course a tendency to look for 
places to cut, and the training budget 
is an obvious candidate. However, 
the statement ‘your sta! are your 
most important asset’ has never been 
more true. It has never been easier 
to develop a skilled workforce and 
having one is essential to delivering 
the kind of conservation outcomes 
that produce repeat work.

However, we focus on traditional 

lacks conservation awareness can 
do more damage in a morning 
than half a dozen below average 
stonemasons. We must remember 
that these ‘conventional’ trades are 
vital to us, and that at present they 
will not hold a heritage CSCS card.

Finally, we must remember 
that the people who manage our 
sites and projects are worth their 
weight in gold. It is vital that their 
skills are developed. Can IHBC 
membership provide the framework 
for that? Ask me again in two years 
and I’ll try to give you an answer.

Simon Butler is head of the heritage 
and conservation team at Robert 
Woodhead Limited, a conservation 
contractor and historic building 
consultancy based in Nottinghamshire. 
He is also vice chair of the heritage group 
for the National Federation of Builders. 
Email sbutler@robert-woodhead.co.uk.

Conservation and repair of the chapel ceiling at 
Cusworth Hall in South Yorkshire: this is the kind of 
thing that the word ‘conservation’ brings to mind, 
but far from everyday.



R E V I E W

35

HERITAGE SKILLS CRAFT TRAINING
AN UPDATE

PAUL SIMONS

Research carried out by English 
Heritage at the start of the 
21st century highlighted a fact 
that many had suspected since 
the scrapping of traditional 
apprenticeships in the 1980s; 
not only was there a serious 
lack of formal training in 
the heritage sector of the 
construction industry but this 
would be made far worse by the 
imminent retirement of a whole 
generation of traditionally trained 
craftspeople. This realisation 
brought about the creation of the 
National Heritage Training Group 
(NHTG) through a Sector Skills 
Agreement (SSA) between English 
Heritage and ConstructionSkills. 
Subsequently, similar SSAs 
have been made in Northern 
Ireland, Scotland and Wales.

specialist sector skills development 
group with a UK-wide remit to 
provide assistance with all aspects of 
recruiting, training, and qualifying 
the built heritage sector workforce. 
This is achieved by working in 

partnership with heritage bodies, 
contractors, trade federations, trades 
unions, further education and private 
training providers and clients to 

development and ensure there are 
su!cient numbers of appropriately 
skilled craftspeople to work on the 

UK’s historic building stock.

seminal ‘Traditional Building Craft 
Skills: Skills Needs Analysis’ reports 

and Wales 2007, Ireland 2009 and 
UK-wide for built heritage sector 

Leadworkers at an advanced course at the Lead Sheet Association’s National Training Centre in Kent  
(Photo: Lead Sheet Association)

Ten Guiding Principles of the National Heritage Training Group 
From the NHTG Memorandum of Understanding

1. to foster an awareness of local culture and connect 
this with economic regeneration and development 
to meet and maintain social and physical needs

2. to promote improved understanding between 
owners, planners and property managers for the 
sustainable use of traditional building materials and 
appropriate repair and maintenance techniques

3. to promote the highest possible standards of design, 
management, supervision and workmanship in all built 
heritage conservation, repair and maintenance contracts

4. to promote the need to appoint knowledgeable, qualified 

craftspeople for all aspects of pre-1919 building projects
5. to devise and maintain best practice models for this 

sector from design, specification and procurement 
to on-site project delivery and aftercare, and using 
a sustainable approach throughout that protects 
against or mitigates the e"ects of climate change

6. to work towards a CSCS carded workforce, including 
the appropriate heritage endorsed cards and 
Professional Qualified Persons cards for those working 
on all built heritage projects and sites, to demonstrate 
competency and health and safety awareness

7. to encourage all heritage funding agencies from 2010 to 
use appropriately carded contractors and craftspeople 
to carry out all work on grant-aided heritage projects

8. to promote awareness of the need to identify, safeguard 
and enable access to sources of traditional building 
materials on a sustainable basis, at regional and local level

9. to promote and maintain a balanced 
approach between natural and built heritage 
legislation and its implementation

10. to support the development of integrated 
education and training programmes and CPD 
to share knowledge and understanding between 
contractors, craftspeople and sector professionals.
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first time, quantified demand, supply 
and training provision within the 

thus been pivotal in moving traditional 
building craft skills from a small, 
under-represented sector focussing on 
the high-end of building conservation 
and with no real influence, to being 
integrated as a respected and valued 
part of mainstream construction.

actions are underpinned by ten 
guiding principles, known as the 
‘Memorandum of Understanding’, 
as set out on page 35. 

Knowledge of traditional building 
materials and the right practical skills 

proper repair and maintenance of 
the 6.25 million pre-1919 buildings 
in the UK, including the 700,000 
buildings that are listed or otherwise 
protected by legislation. Co-ordinated 

has concentrated on bridging skills 
and knowledge gaps throughout the 
wider built heritage sector including 
general builders undertaking this 
type of work without suitably skilled 

Recent initiatives undertaken to 
improve training in the sector include:

The Level 3 Diploma in Heritage 
Skills Formerly the Heritage Skills 
NVQ Level 3, this qualification 
has been developed specifically for 
craftspeople in this sector without 
a qualification. It is achieved via 
on-site assessment and training and 
by the candidate accruing work-based 
evidence related to the Level 3 units of 
the specific craft occupation. It is tested 
via a series of question and answer 
sets to establish candidates’ knowledge 
and determine their competency.
ConstructionSkills’ new Heritage 
Specialist Apprenticeship 
Programme The programme, designed 
for the heritage craft occupations, 
comprises up to 30 days o!-the-job 
training with the remainder of the 
course undertaken in-company, with 
the trainee assessed for the Level 3 
NVQ Diploma in Heritage Skills. 
It is aimed at helping those with a 
mainstream NVQ Level 2 or NVQ 
Level 3 to progress into this sector by 
following a programme tailored to the 
craft occupation and employer’s needs. 
The Traditional Building Skills 

Bursary Scheme for England and 
Wales This HLF-funded scheme 
provides (until March 2012) work-
based training and skills development, 
and trainees can work towards the 
Level 3 NVQ Diploma in Heritage 
Skills. However, lack of qualifications 
or direct relevant experience 
precludes a wider target group from 
benefitting from this scheme.
The Qualifications and Credit 

Training and 
qualifications have been reorganised 
under the current government with 
the launch of the QCF in December 
2010. Qualifications are divided 
into awards, certificates or diplomas 
according to the number of credits 
required. This will allow flexibility to 
transfer units and qualifications by 
using accredited heritage skills learning. 
NVQs will be retained within the 
QCF award, certificate or diploma 
titles. The most relevant of these for 
the built heritage sector is the Level 3 
NVQ Diploma in Heritage Skills.
Training the Trainers This series 
of programmes has been designed 
to upskill FE college construction 
lecturers to teach and assess the 
new heritage qualifications.
New foundation degree courses  
These new foundation courses 
have been designed for building 
conservation levels 4 and 5 with the 
opportunity for successful candidates 
to progress to BSc and MSc levels.
QCF546 Working on Conservation 
and Restoration Projects
This new module has been designed 
for use in short courses as an 
introduction to conservation.
New NVQ Level 4 Qualifications 
A new suite of senior crafts 
qualifications or master craft certificates 
for NVQ Level 4 has been developed.

In addition to these training 
initiatives, other recent 
developments include:

the creation of an English regional 
network of heritage skills action 
groups and academies with regional 
heritage skills co-ordinators in post

under the new HLF programme 
‘Skills for the Future’ for the 
provision of heritage skills training 
opportunities to be delivered across 
England between 2011 and 2014
the piloting of ‘Training and 
Works’ contract clauses to ensure 
that comprehensive heritage 
skills training is built into the 
contract documentation whenever 
the majority of the works are 
funded from the public purse.
the development of a heritage skills 
register containing craftspeople with 

and qualifications which will 
be used by heritage bodies to 
ensure that only those properly 
qualified will be selected for 
heritage works contracts in future
the establishment of a network of 
heritage craft skilled mentors.

The list of initiatives and other 
activities provided in this article is 

with. These achievements are made 
possible by the vast amount of work 

of the English regional co-ordinators 
and the unstinting support of the 

Further Information
The Traditional Building Craft Skills 
– Skills Needs Analysis reports can 

http://www.nhtg.org.uk/nhtginitiatives/

number is 0300 456 5517.

Paul Simons is NHTG chair and 
a director of timber frame specialist 
McCurdy & Co Ltd. He trained 
as an architect at the Architectural 
Association, London and was a SPAB 
Lethaby Scholar in 1976. He was project 
director for the Bath Spa Project and 
has also been chairman of the Vivat 
Trust. He is a member of the IHBC, 
ICOMOS and National Trust.

A young visitor at the Building Crafts College stand 
at the London Skills Fair 2010 (Photo: The Building 
Crafts College)
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HERITAGE FUTURE-WATCH
THE MARK OF THE CONSERVATION PROFESSIONAL

JO EVANS and SEÁN O’REILLY

Today the IHBC is recognised 
as the key professional body for 
conservation specialists operating 
in the historic environment. 
The institute defines their skills, 
provides training, support and 
advocacy, and regulates its 
members, underpinning their 
professional development as well 
as the needs of their employers 
and clients. It operates to national 
and international standards of 
conservation while its support 
services have become key tools for 
today’s conservation professional. 
This support ranges from 
learned journals, web resources, 
networking, guidance and 
events, to our unique NewsBlog 
email alerts. The IHBC is now 
established as the ‘home of the 
conservation professional’.

The institute demands 
interdisciplinary skills of its members 
in line with international standards 

At its inception it developed an 
authoritative framework for defining 
competence in our discipline and 
it is the only professional body to 
link such skills with ethical duties 
focussed on conservation outcomes. 
This ethical framework is connected 
to the future of our heritage and 
this highlights a much-overlooked 
feature of our profession. Although 
we provide services based on what 
the past has left us, our advice is 
concerned above all with its future, a 
kind of heritage ‘future-watch’. The 
IHBC only finds itself at this focal 
point in the care and conservation of 
our heritage because of the foresight 
of its founders. In line with good 
conservation practice, to understand 
the value and potential of what 
we have now, we need to consider 
how the institute developed.

The IHBC was founded in 1997 
as the professional body for specialists 

Future-watch: Banksy’s urban astronaut, an ephemeral artwork on the dis!gured facade of a Georgian 
townhouse in Stokes Croft, Bristol, challenges concepts of evaluation, management and intervention for 
the conservation professional.
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working on the conservation of what 
our constitution termed ‘the historic 
environment’. These specialists 
recognised that without a dedicated 
professional framework for their work 
– one integrating skills, standards, 
ethics, regulation and support – the 
credibility of their advice would be 
undermined and so the future of what 
they cared for could be threatened.

Before the IHBC established itself 
as the sector’s professional body, 
competence in providing conservation 
advice in the historic environment 
was primarily represented in one of 
two ways. Practitioners could hold 
a specialist skill within a traditional 
built environment professional 
body, such as conservation 
accreditation in architecture or 
surveying; or they could have 
their authority underpinned by a 
statutory framework, and serve as 
a local government conservation 
o!cer. These de facto quality 
assurance mechanisms overlapped. 
They provided, as they still 
do, an opportunity to regulate 
competence but there was no single 
professional basis for overseeing 
the quality of that advice or for 
regulating professional ethics in 
line with conservation outcomes.

The IHBC was established 
to address this challenge and 
charged with the provision of a 
new professional infrastructure: 
a challenge that should not be 
underestimated. Our members have 
developed skills in an astounding 
range of professions, but conservation 
outcomes still depend on changes 
to and pressures on historic places 
that we may not be able to control. 
The historic environment is not 
a museum; it needs to respond to 
change, so the starting point was to 
define the skills of the profession in 

notably the planning system.
Conservation advice should 

consider a wide range of variables. 
These are often intangible, local 
and national cultural traditions, or 
matters such as usage, ownership, 
finance, planning, materials, skills 
and services. The scope of these 
variables requires skills that span 
economics, history, legislation, 
sociology, design and more. Clearly 
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The conservation cycle and the IHBC’s areas of competence

practitioners need substantial 
knowledge and understanding 
to provide quality advice on how 
best to conserve valued places.

Obviously no-one can master the 
breadth of knowledge required to 
fully anticipate the outcomes for our 
heritage. The strength of the institute 
was that it established a system for 
assessing and regulating the balance 
of skills appropriate to conservation: 
the Areas of Competence. These 
consist of an overarching Area of 
Professional Competence and three 
Areas of Practical Competence 

lie at the heart of the quality 
assurance membership represents.

The Areas of Practical 
Competence – Evaluation, 
Management and Intervention, 
as outlined in greater detail on 
page 10 – encompass the broad-
ranging practical skills that 
underpin conservation as a ‘cycle’ 
of activity. This cycle begins with 
the evaluation of what might be 
conserved. The evaluation then 
informs its management and, where 
appropriate, any intervention. 

The IHBC’s model of the 
conservation cycle represents good 
practice in change management – the 
World Bank’s environmental project 
management guidance adopts a 
similar structure. More importantly, 
the internationally endorsed training 
standard for our sector, the ICOMOS 

Training in the Conservation of 
Monuments, Ensembles and Sites’ 

established in 1993 and adopted by 
the mainstream built environment 
professional bodies, underpins 
the competences. Like the IHBC, 
ICOMOS identifies key areas of skills 
and knowledge, notably a capacity 
to operate professionally across or 
outside traditional disciplines.

The IHBC adds its own detail to 
the ICOMOS standard by specifying 
more skills attached to planning – 
the primary tool for managing our 
traditional and historic places. Both 
systems are clear on the value of 
interdisciplinary understanding. At 
the very least this highlights what you 
don’t know, which is sometimes the 
starting point for conservation advice.

Members of the IHBC, as well 
as employers and clients, know 
that the letters IHBC are the mark 
of demonstrated competence in 
conservation; advice shaped by 
an ethical consideration of the 
future of historic places; and full 
professional support from compulsory 
CPD to disciplinary procedures.

We cannot be sure of the future 
of our built heritage but the IHBC 
can play its role as a professional 

making it easier for owners, users, 
regulators and stakeholders to 
access appropriate services. Full 
members identify themselves with 
the post-nominal badge ‘IHBC’, 
the mark of the conservation 
professional, demonstrating that 
they are fully skilled to engage 

‘Heritage Futurewatch’.
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A PERFECT PARTNERSHIP FOR THE NEW PLANNING
Local support for conservation services

and JOHN PRESTON

The environment in which the 
IHBC and its members work is 
always changing, but now faster 
than ever. Today, our concept 
of the historic environment 
is so all-encompassing that it 
excludes only the most isolated 
parts of the globe. Still broader 
environmental issues have been 
highlighted through the impact 
of climate change and the 
unique resources historic places 
represent. At the same time the 
new planning regime in England, 
centred on the introduction of 
its National Planning Policy 
Framework (NPPF), is providing 
a new focus on local authority 
planning, notably the local plan 
and the support provided for 
its development and delivery.

This revival of local priorities is 
a new direction but it must surely 
also include a revival in awareness 
of the benefits that the traditional 
conservation o!cer or service can 
bring to local places. While the 
badges of ‘Localism’, ‘Neighbourhood 
planning’ and the ‘Big Society’ may 
be new in England’s politics, much of 
their content is old hat for conservation 
services. Those initiatives have real 
potential for our interests, not least 
because the evidence – including 
the responses to the Localism Bill 
and the NPPF drafts – suggests that 
conserving local places remains a 
high priority for local communities.

Also, voluntary capacity has 
always been an essential cog in the 
machine supporting the conservation 
service, whatever form that might 
take. Because of the values people 
attach to places, volunteers invariably 
generate a remarkable energy in their 
cause, even if it sometimes needs 
tighter focus. Moreover, the UK enjoys 
particularly vigorous volunteering 
interests that work for the public good.

The UK’s amenity bodies, for 

structured and e"ective independent 
third party contributors. They provide 
specialist knowledge, often with levels 

that regulators couldn’t otherwise 

their work is mostly paid for by the 
societies’ members rather than the 

competence to direct that resource into 
the planning process, as the traditional 
conservation o!cer might do, the 
added value is outstanding. It#is now 
up to local people to ensure that 
there is capacity in the local authority 
to make use of such contributions. 
If a body such as the IHBC tries 
to make the case for conservation 
capacity, it is sidelined because of its 
membership interests. Now, however, 
local people will have the chance to 
shape the conservation infrastructure 
and challenge their local authority 
to provide competent services.

Conservation processes must 
also remain fit for purpose. Not least 
because of their new prominence, 
if voluntary contributions to 
conservation are to succeed, they 
must work within the management 
processes in ways that are substantial, 
clear, justifiable, e"ective and, of 
course, reasonable. That is what 
volunteers working with the local 
plan will have to take on board. If 
they don’t, the national priorities 
of the NPPF will become the only 

To have a clear representation of 
their amenity interests within their 
local authority planning process, local 
activists will still need the support 
of the skills and standards that a 
conservation o!cer can provide. 
Without that support, polarisation 
between amenity and development 
interests will increase, making it more 
di!cult for planning to disentangle 
genuine conservation interests from 
more personal priorities ranging from 

A volunteer from The Follies Trust surveying one of Lord Limerick’s follies at Tollymore Park, Newcastle, 
Co!Down (Photo: The Follies Trust)
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‘nimbyism’. And if the planning 
system cannot disentangle these 
interests, the courts will have to try.

consider how conservation specialists 
in both public and private sectors can 
revive their symbiotic partnership 
with volunteers; how that partnership 
can be supported; and how we 
might ensure that the public good 
of conservation is not devalued by 
private interests in masquerade. There 
are two routes to improvement that 

training be better focused, and how 
can voluntary capacity be better 
connected with local planning?

THE FOCUS OF VOLUNTEER 
TRAINING

enough to say you value something, 
and presume it will be managed 
or protected. The consideration of 
value must be made meaningful in 
planning terms. A conservation o!cer 
might reinterpret these matters into 

in future, the NPPF. But it is much 
easier for the specialist, and others 
looking at the processes, if volunteers 
are su!ciently well trained to make 
the best possible case for conservation. 

Structured training for dedicated 
voluntary sector conservation can 
only enhance e!ciencies and improve 
quality in conservation representations, 
but the challenge is identifying what 
outcomes the training should aim 
for. There are models that could help 
tailor skills to conservation needs and 
processes, notably the procedures used 
by the IHBC to develop appropriate 
skills sets in our membership. The 
IHBC’s skills development process is 
straightforward but it is also tied to 
national and international standards. It 
requires a person to inform his or her 
advice with a full understanding of how 
conservation works – from valuing and 
managing heritage to, when necessary, 
making changes to it – in line with 

This model is used to inform 
the training needs and priorities 
of our members and is used right 
across our operations, from CPD 
to student awards. It can equally 
well be applied to the training needs 

of conservation volunteers and so 
addresses the first challenge in 
building new links across conservation 
priorities: establishing a training 
framework for built and historic 
environment conservation volunteers. 
If a trained volunteer becomes a focus 
for community interests at large, 
helping distinguish public interest 
in conservation from more private 
interests – as many locals are able to 
do – then any such representation 
is much more likely to be received 
positively and valued highly.

VOLUNTEERS AND LOCAL 
PLANNING PROCESSES
Improved skills are not enough to 
ensure that planning can get the best 
value from public representations, 
especially if the system cannot tell who 
has had such training. A conservation 
o!cer would usually be able to tell 
the di"erence, but that knowledge is 
of limited use if it cannot stand up 
to wider democratic scrutiny. If the 
planning process could distinguish 
more easily between planning 
representations that give priority 
to local conservation concerns and 

would be easier for the conservation 
and planning services to make 
informed decisions. Lessons learned 
from volunteering infrastructure 
in America, and from the world of 
professional accreditation, highlight 
how that infrastructure might 
work to the benefit of volunteers.

In the US the added capacity that 
volunteers can bring to the cultural 
sector is managed through systems 
that can target volunteer support and 

training. Operating proudly under the 
banner of ‘docents’, these volunteers 
provide leadership for the public and 
for other volunteers, adding essential 
capacity structured to the needs of the 
managing institutions, often museums.

American museums are very 
di"erent from local planning 
processes in England. Here, however, 
conservation accreditation could 
provide a model for a comparable 
infrastructure. Accreditation linked 
to structured training and proven 
skills has long been in operation in 
the management of public monies for 
the repair of historic buildings. Under 
current arrangements for conservation 
accreditation, professional bodies 
provide essential quality control, 
regulated by peers and recognised by 
government. A comparable ‘kite mark’ 
for suitably trained and supported 
volunteers would let planning interests 
recognise and respond to quality 
assured guidance and prioritise it as 
required. Crucially, any suitable body 
might operate the system provided 
they have credible controls and a 
clear understanding of its objectives: 
skilled conservation volunteers 
working within their community, 
aware of wider conservation processes 
and capable of directing informed 
conservation issues into the heart 
of planning considerations.

With the right support in place, 
we can all make best use of voluntary 
capacity to bring substantial and 
sustainable local conservation 
benefits. To build on the potential 
of volunteers, we must invest in 
their conservation training and 
help them to be recognised.
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The IHBC’s areas of competence re!ect the conservation cycle


