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Bedfordshire Local History Association 

 

Guidelines for organisers of BLHA conferences 
June 2023 

 
 

This document is created and maintained by previous organisers of the BLHA conference 

entirely for the benefit of Societies who will host future events. Whether you are hosting for the 

first time or whether you have done it before there is something here to help you, please use it as 

an aide-memoire as you plan and organise the event. You may choose to use all of it or to 

cherry-pick the parts you need. 

 

1. Relationship with the BLHA and public liability insurance 

 

The BLHA Conference is usually organised by one of the member societies, but for and on behalf of 

the Association. It is important that this is clearly stated, to ensure that the conference is covered for 

public liability as a BLHA activity under the insurance that we hold through the British Association 

for Local History. Details of this insurance may be obtained through the BLHA Secretary. 

 

2. Before undertaking the conference  

 

Do be sure that you have the commitment of the Society’s whole Committee, The Committee plus 

selected volunteers from the membership of your Society with relevant skills should then form a 

Conference Working Group of named individuals, each taking on particular tasks in planning, 

preparing and delivering the Conference. 

 

Try to attend at least one earlier BLHA conference to get ideas and to talk to previous organisers. 

 

The BLHA should maintain a database of previous conferences noting Society contact, venue, date, 

number of attendees and main theme. 

 

3. Date of Conference 

 

Agree a date with the BLHA committee and venue (usually in June but avoiding the British 

Association for Local History meeting often held on the first Saturday in June).  

 

 

4. Financial planning and management 

 

Your Society may wish to record the financial matters relating to the conference separately from your 

normal accounts. It is implicit in your agreement to organise the conference that your society will 

underwrite it financially, without financial support from BLHA, and that you will levy an individual 

attendance fee sufficient to cover the costs you incur. However, the BLHA Committee may consider a 

loan to the Society to cover the initial expenses such as the deposit for hire of a hall. If the organising 

Society should make a profit on the event (after any BLHA loan) they are entitled to retain the money 

in their own account.  

 

Before deciding on the conference fee it is important to prepare a detailed budget e.g. costs of venue 

and facilities hire, speaker fees/travel expenses, stationery and printing costs (A4 posters/A5 leaflets) 

for publicity, printing machine paper costs for administration, name badges, conference folders, 

audio-visual equipment (PowerPoint projector/screen/lapel microphone system & speakers).  

 

The decision of whether you will include the catering of a meal or buffet at lunchtime is paramount. 

Although many previous conferences have included a meal this is not a prerequisite. It will 
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significantly affect your budget allocation. If you decide to offer a meal or buffet, please include all 

participants. If you defer on a meal or buffet, then all participants will be expected to provide their 

own lunch.  

 

Use your total estimated cost and the anticipated number of attendees to calculate your conference 

cost then add a contingency to determine the conference fee. Remember that you may wish to allow 

the members of your Working Group a free access to the Conference as acting officers on the day. 

Other Society members must be encouraged to book a place using the normal booking form and 

deadline. 

 

Agree a Refund policy in advance so it can be published on the booking form. 

 

At this point, the venue booking should be confirmed (and any deposit paid), publicity should begin 

via the BLHA and your own Society website, including a BOOKING FORM with a clear deadline for 

payment (at least 6 weeks in advance of conference date).  

 

Maintain a list of attendees (only on full payment of fee), in alphabetical order of surname, then first 

name, Society name or Individual, and full contact details (mobile tel. number/email address, postal 

address). 

  

5. Venues  

       

Points to consider are: 

• Seating for approximately 60-70 plus your own members is usually required.   

• Is there enough parking available at the venue or nearby?  Could lift shares be arranged 

between society members?  Is public transport accessible near the venue? 

• Ensure the venue is suitable for disabled people by considering parking, access for 

wheelchairs and toilet facilities at each venue. Ideally there should be an induction loop 

system for the hard-of-hearing.  

• Consider whether the venue is suitable for showing slides or using a PowerPoint projector – 

are there sufficient suitably-located power points and can the venue be sufficiently blacked 

out?  

• Look at the health and safety requirements for your venue at an early stage so that 

requirements can be built into your planning. The venue’s Booking Form will almost 

certainly cover the main points such as access to exits and Fire Doors. Evacuation notices, 

written and spoken will need to be given and Fire Officer-approved Assembly Point/s made 

clear on the day. 

• Before finalising your venue booking, ensure that there is no other activity on at the location 

which might interfere with the event and you and the venue Manager have a written 

agreement as to which rooms, space and facilities you have access to, and the hours you have 

access to the venue. Allow for having at least one hour advance access to the venue to set up 

before the time you advertise conference registration to begin for your attendees. Notify 

attendees, including any stallholders/exhibitors, to clear the venue completely at a time which 

is actually 30 minutes before the contracted end time of the booking. 

• Many of these issues will become a part of your overall risk assessment. An assessment 

template is available but can only be completed when the specific risks for the event can be 

identified, assessed and mitigated for.  

 

6. Planning the Conference programme timetable and decisions regarding Catering 

 

Map out your Conference day with a time-schedule for all that you plan. Allow plenty of time for 

when your guests move about, including ’comfort breaks’, especially if any optional visit outside the 

venue is being offered.  
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The catering plan should provide free teas, coffees and soft drinks for the Lunch period, as well as for 

throughout the day, from Reception and Registration at the beginning of the day to the afternoon 

break before the final session. 

 

Allow at least one and a half hours for the lunch period. This will enable participants to visit any 

exhibits/stallholders. 

 

7. Planning the programme – Speakers 

 

At this stage you need to have at least a draft idea of the THEME for the conference. It can be 

refined as and when you have your speakers and know the scope of their presentation. Once a 

Theme and the preliminary planning has been arranged, pass this on to the BLHA Secretary for 

comment. 

 

Plan the topics to be covered in lectures, presentations and discussion groups, and approach and book 

suitable speakers. Determine their availability and fee (if any); even if they don’t charge, they will 

appreciate an offer to cover reasonable travelling costs. Be specific on the topic you wish them to 

speak about and the strict time limit, or their role in any discussion group. They will need to know at 

what time you require them to speak (so that they know to allow for travelling time), when 

refreshments are provided. Inform them that you will be happy for them to attend the whole 

Conference for free. In terms of arranging your presentations, it is a good idea to table your most able 

speaker and/or the most interesting subject matter after lunch, for obvious reasons.  

 

You should ask your speakers in good time what projection facilities they will need and arrange to 

make these available. Speakers may prefer to provide all their own equipment. or may just provide a 

memory stick and rely on the laptop/projector which you will provide, in either case, speakers must 

arrive early enough to ensure that the files are transferred, and that the equipment works, without in 

any way slowing down the flow of the Conference.  A backup laptop and projector should always be 

provided by the host Society. Ideally one of your Working Party members with relevant skill and 

knowledge should take responsibility for all technical matters on the day. 

 

Another important point: it is not always easy to hear speakers in a large hall or church. A microphone 

and speaker system is essential if speakers are to be heard. A clip-on microphone is the ideal way to 

ensure that speakers can be heard and permits them unrestricted movement.  

 

If you plan to record speakers, you must ask them in advance whether they will permit this, and get 

their agreement in writing to the specific uses that might be made of any recording, video or audio, for 

example for making notes of the meetings, to help with group research, etc. You must not use the 

recording for any purpose they have not agreed to. If you do not ask permission for a recording and its 

use, you will infringe the moral and intellectual rights of the speaker. 

 

8. Planning the programme – will you need licences? 

 

There are various licence requirements for the public playing of sound recordings, e.g. CDs, tapes, 

videos or records, or for staging live performers. There is an overview on the Performing Rights 

Society website www.prsformusic.com  from which the information below comes. 

 

The licences most likely to be relevant are  

• the Performing Right Society (PRS) and Phonographic Performance Ltd have formed a joint 

venture PPL PRS Ltd. which combines the two societies’ public performance activities. The 

single licence is called TheMusicLicence to play or perform music. 

• the Video Performance Ltd (VPL) licence for videos (contact VPL 020 7534 1000) 

.  

 

http://www.prsformusic.com/
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9. Publicity  

 

Please provide information to the BLHA secretary so he/she can ensure that all Individual Members 

and Society Members of the BLHA are notified about the conference.  

Early notification should be sent so that Member Societies have the information to present to their 

January or February meetings at the latest. It should give details of the host society, venue, conference 

speakers and their subjects, and the fee/s to attend. Early notices can also be placed in the BLHA 

journal, on the BLHA website, distributed by email and at the BLHA meetings  

 

 

10. Conference Bookings 

 

Design a booking form, perhaps based on one used for a previous conference. This should ask for 

participant’s names, postal and email addresses, phone numbers, (only if there is to be an in-house 

lunch provided),  whether people have specific dietary requirements and any needs such as access for 

a wheelchair or a disabled parking place. Set a deadline for bookings.  

 

Booking forms should be sent out by email to the Secretaries of all the BLHA member societies and 

individuals (see Publicity paragraph 10, above) in time for the societies to inform members of 

registration details, conference fee/s and the booking deadline at their March meetings.  It is suggested 

that the information given to societies includes more detail about the content of the day or Conference 

theme, the venue (a map may help) and where to park; specific times for arrival, lunch and departure. 

 

The hosting society should liaise closely with the BLHA Secretary. Generic email addresses only 

may be available on Society websites and the contact information for Individual BLHA members 

cannot be distributed to the hosting Society.  Progress on the planning of the Conference, its publicity 

and the conference bookings as they come in should be passed back to the BLHA Secretary on a 

regular basis. 

 

It is generally helpful for the organiser to know how many people are to attend about six weeks ahead. 

Late requests for bookings will inevitably arrive, but your conference may become full before the 

deadline – the maximum is determined by the limit set firstly by the Fire Certificate on your hall, and 

secondly by the number your committee feels able to cope with especially if a meal is to be provided. 

Once the target maximum number of available seats has been filled, then a Reserve List of names & 

contact details may be made. and individuals notified if and when further places have become 

available. 

 

As soon as the first Conference Bookings are received, a digital alphabetical list must be created by 

the Society’s Secretary or Treasurer (according to surname, then first name, then ‘Society name’ or 

‘Individual’ then fee paid and date. [No bookings to be made without full payment, so no 

reservations!] Refunds can always be made nearer the Conference date according to your Refund 

Policy. All bookings should be acknowledged by email within a week of receipt.  

 

A separate DISPLAY BOOKING FORM should be issued only to the Secretaries to local history 

Societies and other organisations (including commercial organisations or local authority officers) 

attending, offering them, to be allocated on a first-come, first-served basis, one table space each (give 

surface measurements) for them to display their materials/publications at the venue, which attendees 

will have time to browse. Make provision for this space to be reserved by Member Societies with a 

reply slip, giving the Society’s lead person name for this and their mobile tel. number. You will need 

to point out that any additional vertical display boards needed for behind the table are to be provided 

by them and to enquire whether a power supply is required e.g. for a laptop presentation.  

 

A few days before the conference, an alphabetical list of Societies represented at the Conference 

(even if only by one person) should be prepared and printed off for inclusion in a Conference Pack 

and also emailed to the BLHA Secretary for the follow-up Report on the Conference. The host 
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Society may also wish to list, alphabetically by name, all those societies who will be mounting 

displays at the Conference. This can be used also as a check list as visiting societies arrive to set up. 

Prior to the Conference a display table layout should be sent to each contributing society display 

contact, indicating where in the venue their particular table has been allocated. 

 

No later than 10 days before the Conference date, send full details of the Conference Programme with 

times, events and final up-to-date information including an alphabetical (by surname) list of those 

attending [surname, first name, (affiliated society name) or ‘Individual’, but NO personal contact 

details] can be either sent out with this final programme OR included in the Conference Pack 

information issued at Registration on the day. This encourages interaction between Conference 

attendees and fellow local history societies, this being the once-a-year opportunity for local history 

enthusiasts to get together in one place. 

 

A few days before the conference do a final check with speakers that all is OK. 

 

Some separate notes on organising displays will be found in the Appendix. 

  

11. On the day  

 

Ensure that direction signs are in place in the locality. Mark suitable disabled parking spaces. Put up 

clearly visible signs, above head height, for ‘Toilets’, ‘Registration’, ‘Catering’, ‘Society Displays’, 

etc. (use of Blue tack on wood door frames only, not on plaster walls). 

Planning for safety and emergencies is most important.  

• Check against your risk assessment that all mitigations are in place. 

• Become familiar with your venue’s own emergency plan (probably on the wall) including the 

location of Exit Doors, evacuation routes and authorised Assembly Points outside the venue.  

• Ensure someone has a working mobile phone and is a named Safety Officer, suitably briefed, 

to call emergency services if the Fire Alarm is set off. 

• Keep access to Fire Doors and all Exits clear.  

• Appoint two Emergency Wardens to take charge, hold a list of those Conference Attendees 

(including host society Working Party members) present (with names ticked off at 

Registration), and check the venue is cleared, if necessary.  

• Once the venue has been evacuated, the Wardens should ensure that all people are held at the 

Emergency Assembly Points, until the First Service informs them that the venue is safe to re-

enter 

 

It is necessary to have dedicated members to welcome your guests, hand out a programme for 

the conference day or Conference Pack, together with a name badge showing the person’s full name 

& society name (if applicable) to help with identities and to encourage conversations. Advise guests 

five minutes before all start times that they should take their seats.  

 

Greet Speakers and arrange to test out the practicalities of their PowerPoint projection and use of 

microphone.  

 

A simple thing, but ask speakers, and your society representatives and members who may ask 

questions, to identify themselves clearly before they begin to speak.  

 

Pre-arrange with each invited speaker a signal from a Steward at the back of the hall for the speaker to 

look out for, who will indicate discretely (a cupped hand to their ear) if that speaker cannot be heard 

clearly. Speakers often start off loudly then fade as they get into their subject!  Ask them to also look 

out for a time signal, say, five fingers being shown, meaning ‘5 more minutes only’. Endeavour to 

keep your speakers to the programmed time.  
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Thirty minutes before the Conference begins, the BLHA officers will take to the floor [three seats, a 

lectern and microphone need to be provided by host society] to conduct the BLHA Annual General 

Meeting. At its conclusion the BLHA officers stand down and their seats need clearing away. The 

BLHA secretary will separately prepare all papers used for this part of the programme. 

 

The host society Chairperson [or nominated representative] should welcome the attendees to the 

Conference and give the necessary House Notices before outlining the Conference Programme: 

Give out notices regarding the locations of the toilets, all the Exit Doors, evacuation routes and 

official Assembly Points in the event of the venue’s alarms going off and evacuation of the building. 

Pointing out named host society Stewards and arrangements for breaks and lunchtime. 

  

It can be difficult to get people to the right place at the right time. Don't rely on guests following their 

programme - it is essential to explain arrangements clearly at the start and end of each session to 

remind them what comes next before they get up from their seats to disperse. 

 

Give speakers their fees or expenses in an envelope at the end of each presentation. 

 

Remember to remove temporary signage used for Conference activities. 

 

12. Post-Conference evaluation 

 

It is helpful for your organization and for the BLHA to have comments from conference attendees and 

exhibitors. This is normally done by distributing assessment forms for completion on the day or 

afterwards. Feedback either on a slip included in a ‘welcome pack’ would help future organisers, what 

went well, or not so well.  We can provide sample assessment forms for you to adapt.  

 

Finally 

• Provide an opportunity, soon after the Conference day, for your working group to discuss the 

successes/difficulties of the conference and provide this feedback to the BLHA 

• BLHA to update the Conference Guidelines based on feedback.   

 

 

 

Queries to current BLHA Secretary Clive Makin 01582 655785 or secretary@bedfordshire-lha.org.uk 
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APPENDIX  

 
Organising Displays by contributing societies or organisations 

 

Initial preparations by each group which has booked a display table: 

 

• Confirm the measurements of the space your group wants has been allocated 

• Think about aims, objectives and audience for your display.   

• Prepare list of items to be included in the display. 

• Divide up tasks: Gathering objects, photographs. 

• Type TEXT labels & additional information;  Use plain language, acknowledge Lenders 

• Make sure fonts used are clear and easy to read. 14 point or larger type is best for people to be 

able to read without strain. 

• Make a clear bold sign advertising your group’s name. 

• Prepare and print off any questionnaires, or evaluation forms that you may want to use. 

• Gather together any leaflets, publications etc. to be displayed, concerning your group. 

 

 

Practical details 

• Make sure everyone is clear about what they are doing, when it has to be ready and where 

they are bringing things. A lead named person needs to be notified to the host society and 

must report to that host society’s contact on arrival on the day. 

• Make sure display people know the location of the allocated display space and time for setting 

up and taking down the display.  

• Make your own arrangements for the delivery and setting up (and taking down) of the display 

boards being used. 

• Bring along sufficient correct materials to attach items to display boards, e.g. Hook Velcro for 

fabric boards, pins if hard boards, etc. Only ever use Blu-tak on your own boards, never on 

venue walls or other surfaces. 

• Make sure you have appropriate Sellotape, Velcro, scissors, pen, pencil, ruler, tape measure –

basic tool kit to enable you to successfully fix your display material. 

• Plastic document sleeves are useful for putting documents, loaned photographs and other 

items in.  

• Plastic sleeves can be also be attached to fabric board by Velcro. 

• Card, preferably non-acidic, can be used to support fragile items 

• Do any items need to be in a case? Display groups will need to provide their own. 

• Will someone be with the display at all times, or can items be left unattended? Do you need to 

have made a roster for duty? All items are left at the risk of their owners. 

• Make sure you bring leaflets and publicity about your group’s future events   

• Make sure you bring any questionnaires, evaluation forms that have been prepared etc. 

 

Dismantling display 

• Make sure people dismantling the display know times and where to take items away from the 

venue. 

• Arrange for items to be returned to lenders and thank lenders for their contribution.   

 

 

 

Updated June 2023 DH,PB,CM 


