Audit Specification Revision

I’d like to provide a very brief outline of some of the points which have underpinned the decision to review the audit specification. 

Fundamental to these was, of course, the need to keep pace with the changing needs of SMRs and HERs. We are very mindful of the fact that time spent by HERs undertaking audits should be time productively spent from their own point of view. Under the old system it was becoming evident that some participants were having to be quite ingenious in employing the audit framework to highlight their requirements and aspirations. 

Aside from this it was apparent to everyone that progress in other areas of guidance for HERs (the new edition of Informing the Future of the Past and the ongoing work on MIDAS Heritage to mention only two examples) were beckoning us towards more co-ordinated approach to remain in harmony with the emerging landscape.   
It would be less than candid of me not to also mention that the catalyst which finally put the initiative in motion was the prospect of the Heritage Protection Bill and its implications. Of particular relevance here was the correctly highlighted need to bring about closer links between archaeological and buildings recording. The preparatory documentation for HPR and in particular the draft DCMS guidance to local authorities on HERs was also taken into account when structuring the framework of the new specification and it is still very definitely felt that, even with the delay of the Bill, the audit will form a useful tool in mapping out and developing this interface.                   
The first phase of the revision was a consultation exercise undertaken through the kind offices of the ALGAO HER Committee and co-ordinated by Paul (Gilman). This elicited responses from a number of SMRs and HERs all of whom had recently undertaken audits and who were thus familiar with the quirks and foibles of the existing framework. Many of the comments received related to the rather awkward tripartite structure of the old system (the specification - the report and response documents - and the supporting Access database presenting a less than harmonious fit). 

This set us off on a search for a unifying framework which could link all of these elements together. We were assisted in this by another common thread which ran through all of the reports which we had recently received but which the specification itself failed to take account of: the 2002 draft HER Benchmarks for Good Practice. On reflection this can scarcely be seen as a surprise in that the Benchmarks have formed a linking feature in the work of many HERs over the last half decade. 

Consequently, it was thus decided to use the Benchmark structure as our template since, we reasoned, this would provide a useful framework to help HERs take this programme forward. It is important to mention at this point that, in doing this we at the NMR are not setting ourselves up in judgement over the Benchmarking system. The revised audit structure is to be seen only as an aid to HERs in their own assessment of their progress towards benchmarking goals. This is of especial relevance since, whilst ownership of the benchmarking system is a collaborative one and lies at a higher level, participants in the audit process will find that some of our questions to an extent refresh and expand upon some aspects of the Benchmarking criteria. 
Whilst reviewing the old specification we also realised that it was geared to a more leisurely pace of technological change and that the cycle of information gathering in this area, from our point of view, needed to be accelerated beyond a level which the audit process was capable of sustaining. To this end it was decided to separate off this element of the process and to instigate an independent and more regular on-line computing survey (although it should be noted that plans for this are at a relatively early stage). 

Other than this the guiding principal throughout the revision was that the resulting specification should give participants the necessary freedom to develop the themes that they saw as being important and that nothing of value from previous iterations of the document should be lost.      
This revision is viewed as a significant turning point in the history of the audit programme which, in some respects, can be seen as representing a ‘new beginning’. In consequence we are anxious to open the door to as many HERs as resources permit when rolling out the initiative. Thus all HERs who undertook an audit prior to 2002 will now be eligible to apply for an entirely new audit with the associated ‘start up’ grant. 
Those who have been audited between 2002 and 2008 using the old specification will also be given the option of a new audit, although we can readily appreciate that the prospect of a repeat exercise so soon after the first full audit will be neither welcome nor possible to many of those involved. Thus we have put in place a revised ‘bridging’ system which we will employ during the revisiting of these audits and which will facilitate the re-casting of their action plans to conform to the revised system. 

In conclusion, we are very aware that, to everyone working in HERs and SMRs, time is a scarce luxury. However, in the audit process we hope to be able to aid participants by ring-fencing a period sufficient to enable them to step back, take stock of where they are and, more importantly, where they want to be and also to provide them with a solid foundation to support a coherent programme towards achieving their goals.      
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