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Condition monitoring 
The AONB Management Plan is a 20 year strategy which identifies the components which comprise  natural beauty, sets clear objectives for their management, status and condition through a set of policy  ‘indicators of success’ and ‘targets’.  These indicators and targets set the goals, appropriate state and preferred direction of travel towards meeting that status.  Monitoring the condition of the state of the components, is the aim of this report.  Importantly this is approached from the point of view of not measuring components or extent and loss/gains to a landscape element, but of assessing the threats too (drivers of change) and direction of travel of, entire landscape elements (the components).  Conditional values (good, poor etc) are derived from an appreciation of the direction activity is taking:
· Understanding drivers for change (or forces acting upon the components) is critical in understanding landscape condition
· This report monitors the condition of landscape, particularly its components, in terms of change and forces acting on the features, it does not measure qualitative totals against defined targets, but makes a quantitative assessment of changes in conditional values.
· The AONB is judged to be in ‘good’ condition if the state of the components of natural beauty identified by the AONB Management Plan are moving in the appropriate direction.
· The AONB may be judged to be in ‘poor’ condition if the drivers for change are moving the state of components  in the opposite direction to the objectives and/or if current interventions or influences are considered unable or unlikely to reverse the trend
· Measuring change in individual characteristics or features is not considered to be effective or accurate to inform the management plan. 
Current systems for landscape condition monitoring are based on identifying key characteristics and landscape indicators which are capable of being measured using collectable data scoring against generic criteria to give an indication of condition. These approaches achieve varying degrees of success depending upon the scale and complexity of the landscape,  availability of consistent baseline data and the resources required for repeat data collection over time. Inevitably they are vulnerable to the vagaries of sampling methods and subjective assessments of threat, risk and value. Even if condition can be measured and monitored over time using a reliable and cost effective methodology, it may only tell us that change has occurred, not whether that change is good or bad.  
Our approach concentrates on the processes that influence and affect our landscape (the drivers of change). For each component and its constituent elements our current knowledge of its state is assessed.   Then an assessment of the range and types of drivers acting upon the component is made together with an understanding of the trajectory of those drivers or impacts.
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	State
	Feature
	

	
	
	
	

	Poor
	Vulnerable
	agriculturally productive fields 

unimproved and semi improved grassland
	

	
	Under threat
	river catchments 

climate change
routeway ecology 

timber economy
	

	
	Stable
	
	

	
	
	
	

	Average
	Vulnerable
	dispersed settlement & farmsteads

woodland ecology
	

	
	Under threat
	historic built form

archaeology field and heath
	

	
	Stable
	reconnecting settlements

tracks and paths
	

	
	
	
	

	Good
	Vulnerable
	
	

	
	Under threat
	sandrock

woodland archaeology

historic field boundaries

heathland
	

	
	Stable
	woodland extent


	


	Component 


	
	Sub element
	condition assessment

	Geology, landform, water systems & climate 
	G1
	River Catchments


	‘Poor’ condition and ‘under threat’    

	
	G2
	Sandrock

	‘Good’ condition but ‘under threat’

	
	G3
	Climate Change (CC)


	‘Poor’ condition and ‘under threat’

	Settlement
	S1
	Reconnect settlements with surrounding countryside

	‘Average’  condition ‘stable’


	
	S2
	Dispersed Settlement Pattern incl. Historic farmsteads

	‘Average’ condition but ‘vulnerable’



	
	S3
	Historic Built Form


	‘Average’ condition but ‘under threat’



	Routeways
	R1
	Tracks and paths


	‘Average’ condition and ‘Stable’



	
	R2
	Ecology of routeways


	‘Poor’ condition and ‘under threat’



	Woodland
	W1
	Woodland extent


	‘Good’ condition and ‘stable’

	
	W2
	Woodland ecology


	‘Average’ but ‘vulnerable’


	
	W3
	Woodland archaeology


	‘Good’ condition and ‘under threat

	
	W4
	Timber economy


	‘Poor’ Condition but ‘under threat’

	Field and Heath
	FH1
	Agriculturally productive use of fields


	‘Poor’ and ‘vulnerable’

	
	FH2
	Historic field boundaries


	‘Good’ condition but ‘under threat’

	
	FH3
	Unimproved & semi improved grassland 


	‘Poor’ condition and ‘vulnerable

	
	FH3
	Heathland


	‘Good’ condition and ‘under threat’

	
	FH4
	Archaeology of field and heath


	‘Average’ condition and ‘under threat’




	Assessment of current knowledge of condition and trajectory of drivers for change
	Summary condition assessment

	G1: 

 River catchments
	Current Knowledge

· Ghyll water systems identified but not well managed

· River catchments known, mapped & actively managed by Environment Agency.  

· Extensive legislation and licences protects use and management. 

· may not be delivering AONB objectives due to the type and form of management used
· Water courses and streamside habitat are under threat from Himalayan Balsam 

Drivers

· Increasing extraction, flood risk (erosion), general pressure on water resources

· Continuing interventionist catchment management by EA incompatible with AONB
· Vulnerable  smaller water courses potentially more likely to meet AONB objectives due to the lower active management of them, their remoteness and small scale

· Increasing threat to small water course from  contamination (fly tipping) silting and blockage, and general neglect as they are no longer agriculturally managed.

· New Water Framework Directive (WFD) - Catchment Management Plans introducing a more sensitive and appropriate level of management

· Increasing threat of climate change leading to dryer more volatile conditions, sea level impacts on estuaries
	‘Poor’ condition and ‘under threat’

The major river catchments are well understood and actively managed by the Environment Agency, however practice is not generally compatible with AONB objectives.  Condition is controlled but not ideal in approach.  Ghyll streams are more vulnerable and less well ‘policed’ and vulnerable from neglect.  CMP are beginning to have a positive effect. 
There is a threat to landform and water courses from agricultural practices flattening the landscape by repeatedly ploughing soil downhill when following the contours and causing erosion and stream pollution when they plough across contours

	G2:

Sandrock
	Current knowledge:

· Ecological interest of main sites well mapped and significant ones notified as SSSI’s therefore condition is monitored

· 17 outcrops listed for their geological interest

· Clear code of practice exists on managed sites with high recreation pressure 

· Wider occurrence of cryptogams (mosses, lichens and filmy ferns) less well mapped
· Better understanding of geology leading to better advice and recording
Drivers:

· Increasing demand for sandstone for building and restoration likely to continue due to local distinctiveness  meaning increased mineral extraction. 

· Increasing popularity of outdoor climbing in the South East leading to recreation pressure on smaller sites

· Continuing threat from rhododendron encroachment in absence of large scale programmes for removal

· Rising carbon emissions leading to climate uncertainty particularly warmer drier summers and increased rainfall threatening available microclimates for cryptogams
	‘Good’ condition but ‘under threat’

Geology is a stable component but the ecological value of sandstone outcrops and gill streams is vulnerable to change. 
Climate is a significant variable into the future but its impact on the components is hard to predict with certainty. 

	G3:

Climate
	Current Knowledge

· CC is little understood in terms of the impact on the components of natural beauty 

· Known affects may include sea level rise, hotter drier conditions and wetter and more extreme weather events 

· distinction between responding to methods to Mitigate against climate change, and actions to Adapt to effects of climate change is important

· need to recognise that actions to mitigate against CC can be just as damaging to the landscape as the effects of it itself and any actions to Adapt to it as well

Drivers

· Survival, most species native to the High Weald will survive or adapt to the predicted temperature changes 
· Vulnerable specialist or localised habitats e.g. liverworts or  sandrock micro habitats may not survive
· Increasing risk from mitigation systems that may alter management practice & threaten traditional management practices and features
· Increasing challenge from biofuel crops that threaten  field boundaries and small scale farming practices,  
· Increasing or high demand for renewable sources e.g. woodfuel that create pressure on existing uses and resources
	‘Poor’ condition and ‘under threat’

Management policies and approaches should be seeking more sustainable and low carbon impact solutions to contribute to offsetting the impacts of climate change.  
Little detailed knowledge of the impacts and threats from climate change, and confusion between mitigation and adaptation and the appropriate responses.



	S1: Reconnect settlements with surrounding countryside
	Current Knowledge

· Mixed use of farmsteads, style and type of occupation

· Barriers to local supply

· Changing leisure patterns

· Retail economics

· Affordable housing

Drivers
· Increasing demand and knowledge/aspiration of residents 

· Increasing local farmers markets

· Increasing educational influencing young generation

· Increasing woodfuel local renewables

· Decreasing affordability of housing

· Rising profile of sustainable (local) lifestyles


	‘Average’  condition  ‘stable’
Desire for rural quality of life and personal privacy are threats to a connected rural community.  Climate change and local supply green awareness are all helping to educate and raise awareness of what the local environment can supply.  
However economic and service supply trends present considerable barriers to achieving a local lifestyle based on rural services.


	S2:

Dispersed Settlement Pattern
	Current Knowledge

· Inappropriate ‘sustainable’ development policy (key settlement) 

· Significant stock of farmsteads unconverted and vulnerable to inappropriate development

· Poor response to local distinctiveness

· Settlement is well mapped with clear hierarchies and types of settlement and boundaries 

· Key settlement planning threatens to isolate and marginalise rural settlement by assuming they are inherently unsustainable
Drivers

· Increasing threat of Sub-urbanization

· Increasing house building pressure

· Deterioration of stock from unsympathetic redevelopment 
· Increasing house building pressure as well as 

· Increasing market forces seeking residential uses in the countryside. 

· Lack of understanding of  settlement pattern within LPA’s  creates a tension in development distribution.  

· Inappropriate rural sustainable policy and affordable housing demand creates an alternative strategy for rural development. 
	‘Average’ condition but ‘vulnerable’
Extensive loss of farmsteads to residential use has already occurred with a high proportion of very affluent owners.  Farmsteads command very high market prices and lead to variable quality conversion and adaptation.  Farmsteads are vulnerable to change and redevelopment and are at risk.  

Key settlement planning threatens to isolate and marginalise rural settlement by assuming they are inherently unsustainable.  The High Weald retains a landscape of settlement pattern that is the most coherent surviving example of a medieval landscape this condition is threaten by the current policy direction


	S3:

Historic Built Form
	Current Knowledge

· Improving situation , increasing awareness and use of local materials (brick, timber etc) 

· increasing supply and improved technology increases the quality/character of local work

· listed buildings and conservation areas protected but backlog of buildings at risk. 
· Increased awareness and coverage of the HER 

Drivers

· Continuing lack of good design skills 

· Increasing  range of buildings at risk and unlisted resource of historic buildings remain at high risk and vulnerable to incremental and small scale change

· Increasing  threat from inappropriate development/redevelopment, poor designs

· Continuing challenge from contemporary & eco-friendly design solutions

· Lack of recording is diminishing the historic record and slowly taking away our knowledge of the built form
	‘Average’ condition but ‘under threat’
Current protectionist approaches to historic buildings concentrate on the architecture in isolation which helps to protect individual features but not the use and character of the historic stock.  A wider appreciation of the role buildings  play in the landscape and contribution to rural character will assist in raising the profile.  Poor understanding at a local level leaves these features under threat


	R1:

Tracks and paths
	Current Knowledge

· improving understanding and knowledge of routeways 

· appropriate management regime being developed through  volunteer program
· better integration with Rights of Way teams and advice on diversions improving risk
Drivers

· Changing agricultural/land management activity threatens routeways 

· Increasing recreational use placing an additional burden on existing and known routes.  

· Inappropriate highway management quality where they coincide with rural lanes 

· Increasing threat of small hard engineering and highway management systems

· Increasing highway improvements / access / junctions, kerbing and banking

· Inappropriate  footpath diversion and rights of way management
· Increasing threat from uncontrolled loss and damage to unidentified features
	‘Average’ condition and ‘Stable’

Lack of understanding and appreciation means that features may be being affected or damaged in isolation.  Recreational use is probably expanding and placing an additional burden on existing and known routes.  Undirected highway management is a threat to the character and quality of routeways where they coincide with rural lanes, increasing threat of small hard engineering and highway management systems. 



	R2:

Ecology of routeways
	Current Knowledge

· Poor understanding of local ecosystems

· Research project underway to survey and characterise routeways has improved our understanding 
Drivers

· Lack of management

· Inappropriate  small scale local action and incremental change

· Increasing long term threat from climate change affecting micro habitats 


	‘Poor’ condition and ‘under threat’
Cutting of lane verges in spring/early summer is  allowing large vehicles to ride the banks to pass each other and, because the cut is so severe, it destroys much of the floral diversity. A late summer cut once a year would save the flowers, save the councils money and ensure control of tree/bush invasion.

	W1:

Woodland extent
	Current Knowledge

· High level of protection and awareness and active involvement of government agencies 

· mapping of ancient woodland and PAWS more sensitive management systems in place.  

· Many small woodlands remain isolated and unmanaged, directed management.    

Drivers

· Improving profile (ancient woodland) in general and level of protection  - PPS9

· Improving public engagement and appreciation of woodland

· Increasing potential and impacts of wood fuel

· Increasing threat of mechanisation and impact on forestry skills and management practices

· Increasing threat from pests and diseases
	‘Good’ condition and ‘stable’
High profile of woodland and major resources has established a solid foundation for ongoing woodland management and protection.


	W2:

Woodland ecology
	Current Knowledge

· General good woodland conditions but un-managed for specific species

· Lack of variety in habitats

· Poor management leading to neglected habitats
Drivers

· Increasing mechanisation and inappropriate management regimes that may lead to grubbing up and damage to habitats
· Improving sector with a good profile and strong active management regimes and supporting industry
	‘Average’ but ‘vulnerable’
Undermanaged/unmanaged status of the majority of woods in the High Weald, dramatic fall in woodland bird populations the AONB needs to be pushing hard for more grant aid to manage woodlands. 



	W3: Woodland archaeology
	Current Knowledge

· Archaeology is a major drive of change in woodland and  a key impetus on owners to improve management systems 
· Lidar survey improving knowledge and HER 

· Additional survey and project greatly improved understanding and awareness
Drivers

· Increasing mechanisation and inappropriate management regimes that may lead to grubbing up and damage to woodland archaeology.
· Increasing awareness and knowledge of these issues
	‘Good’ condition and ‘under threat’
Growing awareness and local action with dedicated local groups but lack of recording and official recognition leaves it vulnerable



	W4:

Timber economy
	Current Knowledge

· Increasing and growing market for wood products, principally woodfuel, 

· changing market forces places challenges and threats on woodlands  

· potential for clear felling  or replanting making small woodlands in particular vulnerable to change form market forces

Drivers

· Increasing mechanisation.

· Regulated industry

· Increase in FCS certified timber

· Increase in Woodfuel demand
· Decreasing skills base

· Decreasing capital investment
	‘Poor’ Condition but ‘under threat’
Poor economic conditions in recent years with currently improving prices and market conditions, a changing situation.



	FH1:

Agriculturally productive fields
	Current Knowledge

· Decline in agricultural ownership

· Falling farm incomes

· Economic vulnerability

· Supply to local markets

· Structural changes in industry
Drivers

· Increasing economic pressures
· Changing crop values
· Challenge of Bio fuels and other case crops
· Decreasing value of traditional produce

	‘Poor’ and ‘Vulnerable’
Changing economics of farming make this a very challenging time for the efficient and economic use of farmland and the future is highly changeable



	FH2:

Historic field boundaries
	Current Knowledge

· Known loss and under threat 

· Boundaries highly vulnerable  to changing farming practices and land holding changes – 

· fragmentation and breaking up of holdings.  

· Better understood and mapped resource needing greater management guidelines to support practice
Drivers

· Decreasing management

· Lack of understanding

· Poor archaeological record
	‘Good’ condition but ‘under threat’
Substantial survival but not well understood or appreciated in policy
The biggest threat to these boundaries is probably where they are (or become) part of a domestic curtilage, and are outside the scope of the Hedgerow Regs.



	FH3: 

Unimproved grassland 
	Current Knowledge

· Known loss of unimproved  meadows, highly vulnerable feature, 

· very hard and uneconomic to maintain, and 

· poor landowner appreciate and understanding of management

· Large block management has broadly been secured but smaller scale elements under threat and will be lost either through neglect and reversion of active management change

Drivers

· Increasing vulnerabilities to markets

· Reducing funds from Stewardship

· Decreasing grazing stock
	‘Poor’ condition and ‘vulnerable’
Changing agricultural practices and economy

Productive small scale use of fields – local goods and services from the land Hobby farmers, threat or positive force if harnessed, A new ELS+ stewardship scheme is being mooted which could contain capital payments for things like fencing.  



	FH3:

Heathland
	Current Knowledge

· HLS management of major heaths is good and protection and awareness  is good
· Small isolated fragments of heathland  highly vulnerable and under decline 

· Large heathland areas well protected and under appropriate management e.g. Ashdown

· Targeted funding on major heaths through HLS

· Smaller scale elements under threat and will be lost either through neglect and reversion of active management change
· Nitrogen levels and traffic impacts on Ashdown Forest breach Appropriate Assessment levels
Drivers

· Increasing vulnerabilities to markets

· Decreasing grazing stock

· Increasing damage from pests (grey squirrel, fallow deer)
	‘Good’ condition and ‘under threat’



	FH4:

Archaeology 
	Current Knowledge

· Significantly under threat and not appreciated, 

· highly vulnerable to changing farming practices and land holding changes – 

· fragmentation and breaking up of holdings.  

· Better understood and mapped resource needing greater management guidelines to support practice
Drivers

· Increasing mechanisation and inappropriate management regimes that may lead to grubbing up and damage to features
	‘Average’ condition and ‘under threat’
Lack of recording and profile of these features make them highly vulnerable and are also very sensitive to changes in farming practices an mechanisation.  Awareness is increasing but no adequate protection or recognition



Findings





The overall state of the AONB remains average or good (30% - good, 35% -  average).  The remainder (35%) is however in a poor state and this remains a cause for concern and future action.  Only 18% of the landscape is in a stable condition, with under two thirds (58%) under threat.  24% is vulnerable or declining i.e. at great risk.  While the overall condition is reasonably good, most of the landscape is under  threat or at a severe risk of being damaged or its condition deteriorating.  





Urgent and deliberate action and intervention to mitigate for these threats and vulnerabilities is urgently required to continue to conserve and enhance this landscape.











