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RECOMMENDATIONS

Members are recommended to:

1. Support the principle of a ‘light touch’ review’
2. Support the allocation of AONB Unit staff resources to the review set out in paragraph 2.1 & 2.2
3. Support the recommendations for the scope of the review set out in paragraph 6.1
4. Agree the SEA scoping paper attached at Appendix A




1. Background
1.1 	Originally published in 2004 as a 20-year strategy, the High Weald Management Plan (HWMP) was deliberately concise and structured around the statutory purpose – to conserve and enhance natural beauty. It was envisaged that major revisions of the management policy objectives would not be necessary during this period.  Indeed, despite significant changes to planning policy, sustained public spending cuts and the abolition or ‘transformation’ of many public sector functions, AONB purpose endures and currently remains supported at the highest level in government. The decision to limit HWMP reviews to relatively minor revisions in 2009 and 2014 was taken with this context in mind, and a further decision to restrict the 2019 to a minor review would be similarly consistent. 

1.2	Pressure remains high on AONB Unit and partner authorities’ resources and anything more than a limited review of the HWMP will place considerable pressure on the delivery of other activities during the review period. However, while the 2009 and 2014 reviews were undertaken in a relatively stable political climate, that is not the case now and the ramifications of this – from a new simplified government web-portal stripped of decades of landscape policy documents to planning by appeal and the impact of Brexit on agri-environmental policy – will affect the scope and scale of the 2019 review. While the character components and management policy objectives, the most important aspects of the HWMP, remain appropriate other aspects of the Plan may need more substantive re-considering.

2. 	Resources
2.1 	The review process is a major project and will be a key focus of the Unit’s work plan over the next two years. It will be carried out primarily by the AONB Landscape Advisor under the direction of the AONB Director, and with support from the AONB Planning Advisor.  The Team Support Officer will provide day to day assistance and be responsible for organising events. All other members of the AONB Unit will be involved at various stages. It will be helpful if officers and member can make additional time available to contribute to workshops and comment on draft documents.
2.2	We are not anticipating any significant additional expenditure on core but an allowance will be made in the budgets for 2017/18 and 2018/19 for consultation events and limited data analysis; and in 2019/20 for printing limited copies of the Plan. We will be seeking additional funding for the Plan launch in 2019 which will coincide with national celebrations commemorating 70 years since the 1949 Act paved the way for designation of National Parks and AONBs. 
3. 	Progress to date
3.1 	The timetable for the review was presented to the JAC in November 2016. A scoping paper for the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) [Appendix A] has been prepared by the AONB Planning Advisor and was shared with the Management Board at their meeting on 1st March. The Board also discussed the context and issues set out below, and the need to extend the ‘light touch’ review for some sections of the Plan. 
3.2 	Formal notice of the intention to review the HWMP was sent to Natural England on 22nd March as required by Section 90, Part IV of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 [Appendix B]. Initial consultation with partner local authorities and key stakeholders on the key component issues and targets is planned for May 2017 and invitations to JAC and OSG members will be circulated in April.
4. 	Purpose of this paper
4.1 	This paper sets out the context and issues for the HWMP review which may have an impact on the scope of the review. Members are asked to consider the recommendations below which will then shape the review process.
5. 	Context and issues for the HWMP review
National policy for protected landscapes (National Parks and AONBs)
5.1 	When the last HWMP was launched in March 2014 we were anticipating a review of designated landscapes in Wales, the outcome of which may have affected AONBs policy in England. The independent review panel have now reported and the recommendations that are being taken forward in Wales are based on the principle that AONBs have a clear role in the future, and are well placed to deliver the current priorities for the Welsh government including sustainable management of natural resources and sustainable economic development. The implications for England are that AONB legislation is unlikely to be challenged and we can expect the purpose of AONB designation to remain unchanged over the next HWMP period.  
Politics and the public sector
5.2 	Political pressure to shrink the state in terms of a reduction in resources, regulation, policy and leadership on the environment, continues. All public sector bodies operate under these conditions and indications suggest that this situation will persist through the plan period. The impact is already significant across the sector with a reduction in resources, staff and expertise within our traditional partner organisation such as Natural England, Historic England and the Forestry Commission, as well as local authorities. Most notably the new Gov.uk website, which has merged government departments and agencies into one ‘simpler’ site, has at a stroke removed decades of accumulated policy and past knowledge about AONBs. Rother DC’s QC for the Pashley Road planning appeal reported finding no details about AONB policy on the government website and had to rely on text provided by the National Association for AONBs, a charity. Another example is that of Natural England’s ‘Guidance for assessing landscapes for designation as National Park or AONB in England’ which is no longer available on Natural England’s web pages.  
5.3 	The loss of regional bodies along with agencies dealing with rural issues (for example, the abolition of the Commission for Rural Communities in 2013) means AONB interests are no longer reflected to the extent they once were in the policy of others. National landscape policy and research, already marginalised with the loss of the Countryside Agency in 2006, has seen further ongoing decline as Natural England, the Governments’ landscape advisor, deals with budget cuts and ongoing re-organisation. Less regulation and a reduction in agencies able to scrutinise the impact of policy has led to an increase in work load for the remaining 3rd sector and local government bodies dealing with landscape and the environment. If the ongoing political commitment to reducing public sector funding persist as is likely the HWMP and supporting documents will need to be produced in such a way as to be usable to multiple audiences with minimum interpretation.
The evidence base
5.4 	With completion of the High Weald Field system project and routeway research this spring the High Weald will, for the first time, have data sets for all key components of character, supported by metadata and peer reviewed research reports. There will be some notable gaps; primarily habitat and species data especially for meadows and boundaries. Data sets will remain AONB scale in nature and provisional for individual sites but the data and associated research will enable a comprehensive and consistent approach to be taken to application of the Section 85 duty (Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000) on public bodies; consideration of the AONB Management Plan in planning decisions (Planning Practice Guidance), and the proper application of the tests for harm to the AONB required under paragraphs 115 and 116 of the NPPF. 
Planning and development 
5.5 	Increasing local plan housing targets together with the loosening and fragmentation of the planning system suggests that the pressure for new housing and development in the AONB is unlikely to abate. The threat to AONB character from inappropriately sited and poorly designed housing is considerable with green field sites adjacent to existing settlement most vulnerable. The Housing White Paper includes a range of recommendations which will increase development pressure on the AONB along with others that may be helpful. An example of the latter is the strong support for the contribution played by small sites (not just for the benefits they can bring for sensitive settlement extension but in facilitating small local housebuilders into the market) and, in addition the anticipation that plans should set out clear design expectations – ‘using visual tools such as design codes that respond to local character’.
5.6 	The lack of affordable housing in the AONB is already prompting communities to explore alternative delivery methods such as community land trusts. The HWMP will need to take a fresh look at this issue and how targets are set to support appropriate affordable housing provision.
5.7 	The decision to use the phrase ‘landscape and scenic beauty’ when dealing with AONB purpose in the NPPF, rather than ‘natural beauty’ as in the 1949 Act, continues to have repercussions. Planning Inspectors and others appear to be confused about how the former relates to the statutory AONB management plan (which defines natural beauty and the objectives for its conservation) and the review will need to consider how to better communicate this relationship. The South Downs National Park Authority has sought legal opinion on this matter.
5.8 	The increasing tendency for developers to appeal decisions especially where authorities lack a five-year housing supply together with greater participation by local people in planning means AONB information is more visible, shared and scrutinised at all levels of the planning process. This is unlikely to change through the Plan period and the review will need to reflect the additional research and intelligence developed since the last plan in a way that stands up to this scrutiny. 
The external funding environment
5.9 	All of our traditional sources of external funding continue to decline and competition for funding in the environmental sector continues to intensify. One of our most significant potential funders, Heritage Lottery Fund, have indicated that for one of their larger schemes - the landscape partnership scheme  -  the High Weald is unlikely to score highly, however excellent the application, against other ‘more threatened areas’. Priorities are also changing for the scheme as a whole to a more people centred scheme which will be challenging for the High Weald with its relatively wealthy population.
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5.10 	The HWMP launch in 2019 coincides with the 70th anniversary of the 1949 National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act which paved the way for AONB designation.  National Parks and AONBs are discussing with Defra and others how this event could be celebrated. 
Brexit, natural capital and Defra’s 25 year environment plan
5.11 	We have insufficient information at the moment to properly understand how Brexit will affect the AONB. However, we do know that the UK’s departure from the EU will prompt a raft of new legislation and will be accompanied by significant changes in agri-environment and rural development schemes which currently underpin AONB land management. These changes are likely to reflect a growing interest in a natural capital approach. The National Association for AONBs is working on behalf of all AONBs to influence the shape of new environmental legislation and to explore the opportunities for protected landscape bodies to deliver new rural support measures tailored to local areas. Whatever the outcome of these discussions the role of the HWMP will continue to be important in identifying what is distinctive about the area and the priorities for its conservation.
5.12 	Any change in agricultural support mechanisms particularly loss of Single Farm Payment will have an impact on the viability of small family farms, the bedrock of the High Weald landscape. The Plan review will need to take a particularly close look at this issue through the review period to ensure targets for the 2019-2024 period support small family farms.
5.13 	Natural capital refers to the elements of the natural environment which provide valuable goods and services to people and its approach requires natural assets to be assessed and changes valued and accounted for in a systematic way to help ensure better informed decisions. The Natural Capital Committee was set up by the government to advise on how it might achieve its objective of “being the first generation to leave the natural environment of England in a better state than that in which we found it”. The role of designated landscapes in improving natural capital is recognised by the UK Government’s Natural Capital Committee set up to inform Defra’s 25 year environment plan.
5.14 	Defra’s 25 year plan for the environment is yet to be published. We know it is likely to emphasise the principles of natural capital and focus on catchments and landscapes to target scarce resources and provide a focus for local engagement and identity. 
Climate change
5.15 	Climate change remains a significant threat to the AONB and is overlooked in current policy. The HWMP will need to more closely consider impacts across the character components including new threats such as tree diseases.
Empowering communities 
5.16 	Current Government thinking expressed through reports such as the ‘State of the State’ (Deloitte 2016/17) suggests that the government is retreating to focus on work that no-one else can do and that ‘empowering communities’ is part of this re-balancing. The HWMP review will need to be conscious of this, ensuring that messages setting out why the designation is important to all are clear and consistent. It will need to demonstrate that AONBs are living and working landscapes and that the designation is not a barrier to all development but a practical tool to enable the right development which supports viable and sustainable industry (and health and wellbeing) to be guided to the right place and designed so that the area remains one of England’s finest landscapes.
6	Conclusions 
6.1 	The following recommendations for the scope of the review arise from consideration of the issues above:
· The focus for the HWMP should remain on the purpose of the designation.
· The principle of a short, concise and readable management plan remains valid but further work will be needed to:
· Properly reference underpinning research and evidence, including national policy, and make reports available on the High Weald’s own website if they do not exist elsewhere. 
· Reduce and prioritise the number of targets relying on public sector resources for their delivery. 
· An additional short section on HW component data should be provided with datasets and supporting metadata properly referenced and accessible on the HW website.
· AONB component character statements should be expanded to reflect the new research into sub-characteristics with supporting research referenced and accessible on the HW website.
· The implications of increasing affordable housing provision should be carefully considered.
· The glossary should be expanded to define all common AONB terminology.
· The review will need to consider how appeal decisions that support AONB interests and are relevant to paragraphs 115 and 116 in the NPPF can be referenced in the Plan. 
· Targets which rely on significant external funding should be carefully reviewed.
· Consideration should be given to making the priorities for heritage and biodiversity conservation clearer.
· The HWMP review consultation and launch should be planned to contribute to the 70th anniversary of the 1949 Act.
· Threats to family farms and vulnerable farm habitats should be specifically considered.
· Key facts and data about the High Weald (currently set out in pages 9 – 13 and gathered in more detail as a supporting document) should be reviewed and set out in the context of a natural capital approach.
· The implications of climate change should be considered as a separate topic together with enhanced targets to maximise resilience.
· The Public Understanding and enjoyment section should be expanded to consider locally distinctive details and perceptual qualities such as dark skies, views and tranquillity.

JAC members are asked to support this approach.


Sally Marsh, AONB Co-Director (s.marsh@highweald.org)
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