Appendix 2 Draft AONB Partnership response to Natural Environment White Paper
consultation

The Shropshire Hills AONB Partnership welcomes this consultation and the Government’s
commitment to publish a White Paper on the Natural Environment. The consultation is wide-
ranging, and the questions and commentary on the whole recognise the nature of the
environmental challenges facing England. However, in seeking to make savings in public
sector spending, the government must not abandon environmental protection activities
which are a proper function of the state, and whose loss would result in environmental
degradation as well as a huge waste of previous investment and loss of capacity to
address future challenges.

This response is based on the experience of the AONB Partnership hose of its 38
Partnership members and staff team of ten, through our work t ve and enhance the
Shropshire Hills AONB and promote sustainable developmen
ordination and partnership approaches. The Partnership iti its environmental
focus, a proven record in economic and social delivery, ody for the
Sustainable Development Fund, and for LEADER in t emed to
enhancing people’s wellbeing through links with

“the ability to adopt an environmentally-led approa
appears to us to be a great advantage. The North Pen

al and economic regeneration
nd the Shropshire Hills appear

Pathfinder — Testing the Appropriaten
Council for Wales March 2009, Europar

Question 1: What do ) he true value of our natural resources in
decision making at al

as ‘triple bottom line accounting’ looking at environmental

ic aspects are worthy of further application. Approaches such as
helpful in land use planning, but there are many other areas of
decision ma concepts are absent.

Taking a longer tagmview, the deficit in environmental ‘literacy’ and understanding needs
tackling. The scale of environmental challenges facing us require a much higher level of
understanding across the population and certainly among decision makers. Efforts are
ongoing to address environmental issues in education, but there are other factors pushing the
other way and many young people’s contact with the natural world is declining.

Question 2: Have we identified the right overarching challenges for the White Paper to
consider?

a. If not, what should we focus on?

The challenges as defined are reasonable, but do not give enough prominence to the loss
of the natural resources on which our lives depend. This may be best expressed as a first
over-riding challenge:



- Degradation of basic life processes (or ecosystem services) - including loss of
natural habitats, food sources, biological diversity and soil, generation and
movement of toxic chemicals, movement of alien species.

This could be put along with the first two of the other challenges, much as described:

- Climate Change

- Increases in population and consumption - in relation especially to capacity ceilings on
energy resources, freshwater, photosynthetic capacity.

Identifying over-arching challenges is useful, but they should not result in taking too narrow a
focus.

“Most or all of these (key environmental problems identified) wj come acute within

the lifetime of young adults now alive. ... We have to soly,

b. How should we approach these challenges?

The links back to these fundamental issues need con their global

but experience shows that facts alone do not change ttitudes. Local practical

examples which illustrate the wider issues are neede re is also a need to support
and publicise examples of solutions. ing positive steps, a balance is
necessary between providing hope, but sion sometimes observed
that ‘everything is under control’, when iQfe inyin the face of massive

issues.

The huge difference in level§ie < yeen scientists and the general population in
relation to human-indug )

braking influence o awareness. There is much good material
sumer focus which tends the other way.

ation or ‘balance’ in an opposing view e.g.

isting policies and practices aimed at protecting England’s
t not limited to those set out above on our biodiversity, seas,

It has become a d that regulatory methods including site protection, systems for legal
consent, etc. are not adequate on their own to protect natural assets. This does not mean
however that such measures are not needed. Rather they should be seen as a minimum,
alongside which voluntary and pro-active measures can add value. Continuing the recent
trend in improving the condition of SSSIs through protection and incentives for positive
management is very important, and will require continued commitment of public resources.

The move in biodiversity and conservation towards working at a large scale across the
landscape, and strengthening ecological networks, is an essential component of future
approaches, and though in its early stages, needs to be supported and developed.

Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs) such as our own provide an example of
integration and local delivery. The activity of AONB Partnerships covers a range of topics such
as biodiversity, heritage, farming, transport and tourism, and brings together the public,



private and voluntary sectors. The Partnerships are cost effective, good at securing
external funding, inclusive and well supported in their governance, and operate very
effectively at a local level. A particular example from our area is our Rivers Project, where
additional targeted project work has significantly helped to make a difference. Despite
designations and targeting of national schemes including agri-environment and Catchment
Sensitive Farming, the condition of one of our European Special Areas of Conservation has
been continuing to decline. The future of the freshwater pearl mussel in the River Clun is not
yet assured, but our involvement has helped improve habitat quality along much of the river,
and has engendered an interest among landowners and communities to take further action
themselves.

a. What works less well — what could we stop doing or do differe

eral decades is
ecause the actions
e, where a system

The experience of managing and protecting the environment ov
generally that efforts have not been enough, and failure is us
were ill conceived or poorly targeted. County Wildlife Site
exists and sites have been identified, but needs statutor

Agri-environment schemes are a key delivery mec o deliver the best
environmental outcomes, steps need to be taken to en at the best options are taken
up to meet local environmental priorities. The Entry Le heme arguably spreads money

re we manage our natural

It will be important a
If our knowledge of t

going on, to retain a ‘Plan-led’ approach.
e strategic priorities needed to protect

for securing a coherent and resilient ecological
se should be actively taken up by government.

The White Paper ds to make reference to geology, geodiversity and earth science
resources (not noticeable in the consultation document). These provide valuable primary raw
materials as well as forming the foundation of our landscape.

a. How should we define success?

Success needs to look at environmental outcomes, but link these to the economic and
social influences on the environment. Identifying key qualities and indicators is a valuable
approach, and Defra’s recent work on indicators of sustainability has been useful.

There is a need to move away from GDP as the main indicator of success. The New
Economics Foundation work on a ‘Happy Planet Index’ provides some good future directions
for a broader assessment.



b. How can we agree on common goals and assess our progress towards them?

It should be possible to build common goals by working harder at linking the environmental
underpinning of quality of life and economic prosperity. Truly it is time to manage the
environment ‘as if our lives depended on it’. Integration of the environment into all aspects of
government will remain a key challenge for Defra.

Question 5: How best can we reduce our footprint on the natural environment abroad,
through the goods, services and products we use?

It is important that the document recognises this international dimension, as it is only at this
scale that many environmental problems can be understood or ad sed fully. For
example, the UK's domestic CO2 emissions may be falling, but when ssions overseas
associated with consumption in the UK are included, the trend is rj . We need not to
export problems, or to pretend that own service-dominated ec clean while relying on
dirty primary industry in other countries.

Resource footprinting work shows that to address glo sues, relatively countries

such as ours will have to reduce consumption and

Question 6: What best practice and inn®wvati protecting and enhancing
our natural environment do you thinksk - i we develop the White
Paper?

The model of AONB management has md onsisting of three main
elements - an agreed strateg atutory AONB Management Plan), a forum

and some dedicated staff time. National

amples have proved very effective:

t Fund, as operated in AONBs and National Parks. A ‘light touch’
e open to community groups, businesses and individuals. In our

e LEADER is a good way of supporting community action and linking the environment with
other aspects of rural development. Local communities can achieve so much more when
supported with advice and modest amounts of funding.

We are encouraging on the River Clun in the Shropshire Hills AONB the early stages of a
relatively new ‘community catchment’ approach. Led by farmers and other members of the
community, this seeks to look in a holistic way at the factors affecting water and habitat
quality of the river, from land management and diffuse pollution through to domestic
discharges.

Question 7: How best can we harness and build on public enthusiasm for the natural
environment so people can help improve it through local action, as informed consumers
or by shaping policy?



A wide variety of multiple opportunities are necessary for public engagement. These need to
start with enjoyment, fun and recreation in the natural environment for all sectors of society,
and go through to opportunities for volunteering, skills development, involvement in
decisions and empowerment to take local action.

Building enthusiasm in the younger generation through work in and with schools is very
important. This includes straightforward curriculum work, but direct experience with the
natural world is crucial, and outdoor and environmental education visits and trips have an
increasing number of hoops to jump through and other (mostly indoor) activities to compete
with. The Forest Schools programme has been very effective both in our area and elsewhere.
We have supported a number of projects developing ‘outdoor classrooms’ enhancing the
environmental value of school grounds . We have also supported an igfiovative project
operating Farmers’ Markets in school playgrounds, linking both ren and parents with
local food, farming and sustainability issues.

We have supported the formation and running of several
Shropshire Hills, some of which have gone on to carry o

We have formed a Friends of the Shropshire Hills gro h which members receive a
newsletter and can attend certain events. People appre e social benefits of this kind of
r the landscape and finding

environment, but are not confident of thg e put off by a feeling of
complexity. By contrast, they often seem . ith history and heritage,
especially where they can relate i . JI’'memories. Some projects have

munity consultation used in our Blue Remembered Hills

a simple approach of asking local people what they
vhat changes and trends they saw, and what ideas they
illed community development worker was used to gain links into
hes through existing networks, and to provide new information

gl events, and support a steering group to define and develop
project idea ity action on the environment, a little support can go a long way.

i ith seedcorn funding of £100 in the project went on to raise tens of
thousands. The of the paid staff time unlocked activity in communities which may not
have been active alfeady.

Information on local assets is very valuable to support community action, such as through
accessible web-based resources, e.g. Nature on the Map, MAGIC, etc., but the value of face
to face support should not be overlooked as it is often what makes the difference. Shropshire
operates an innovative Ecological Data Network where records from various specialist
groups are collated and made available through a website www.naturalshropshire.org.uk as
well as being fed into the National Biodiversity Network.




Question 8: What should be our vision for the role of Civil Society in managing and
enhancing the natural environment and for engaging individuals, businesses and
communities in setting the agenda for that work?

Civil Society has a hugely important role to play in relation to the environment. People’s
attachment to their environment is fundamental and provides benefits both ways.
Communities working together can achieve more than individuals. However, it should also
be recognised that the environment is a public good, which is not adequately protected
by market and social mechanisms, and is therefore a legitimate area for public spending.
Everyone benefits from it. Government funding can act as a core from which to build.

While the role of the voluntary sector can be expanded, there are some things which it cannot
do, and in some cases issues of accountability (e.g. regulatory roles).

Question 9: How best can Government incentivise innovativ ffective action on the

natural environment, across England, at the local level?

Government does indeed need to incentivise local action [ nised that not
everybody is motivated by government-led schemes. i
paradoxical similarity between the government’s lo cts of
‘counter-culture’ which have a strong environme i i ulatory
systems need to be able to embrace new ways of d i
environmentally benign or even beneficial and focussi urces on addressing the most
serious forms of environmental damage.

a. How best can local government and
local outcomes on the natural environfy 2 a more integrated approach

would give a stronger B
holing environment and

Y across departments, and avoiding pigeon-
minor sub-departments. The role of the

be strengthened by national guidance. Local
eme groups often including environment. While
aintaining t as a thread through other areas such as economic
ent, training a ay be better achieved by ensuring representation of
ental interests On other theme groups.

examples such a
represented group

ng for Health and projects helping disadvantaged and under-
to gain more from the countryside and natural environment.

b. What are the most effective mechanisms for managing the natural environment
where cross-boundary issues are involved, and making the link to other mechanisms for
economic growth, transport and planning?

Organisations need capacity. These linkages across geographical boundaries and
departmental remits are the things which tend to be lost when reducing workforces have to
focus ever more tightly on their own organisation’s or department’s narrow areas.

In the Shropshire Hills AONB we have developed cross border working with Wales, focussed
around Offa’s Dyke and developing sustainable tourism based on the area’s landscape and
special qualities.



Linking the natural environment with the main economic and social influences on it requires
environmental professionals to engage actively with these other interests, often requiring
a step outside the comfortable company of those with similar views. In the Shropshire Hills
AONB we have done a lot of work with farming and local products. We have built our links
with the business sector through a Shropshire Hills Sustainable Business Scheme with over
90 members, offering a simple form of accreditation in return for a pledge of sustainability
action from the business. Especially applicable to local producers and tourism businesses, the
Scheme has also built a wide variety of other links both for us and the businesses themselves.

In relation to economic growth, transport and planning, the approach of a designated area
with resources works well, as it provides a justification for a different approach in an area of
higher environmental value and provides a structure for these other intérests to engage with.

c. How best can the value of the natural environment be co within local

planning?

National planning guidance needs to put sustainable d art of planning,
and healthy ecosystems at the heart of sustainable dev,

The removal of the regional tier of planning will p
which need considering at a scale above that of
catchments and Character Areas will continue to be us
Infrastructure planning will remain a vegy i
settlements.

ts and scales of working. Green
specially around larger

dlanning to look at the natural assets which are
ards developing markets for carbon will be valuable,
to provide a real incentive. Land management needs to

reliable accreditation schemes are also necessary however, to maximise the much bigger
influence of consumer spending choices. The Forest Stewardship Council scheme for timber
and wood products is a good example. There are others in the food sector, although arguably
rather a confusing plethora of different schemes.

Many businesses are seeing this direction as an important strategic business approach
rather or as well as being altruistic. The move to a lower carbon economy offers cost savings
where transport and energy inputs are reduced, and big opportunities in expanding green
technology fields, e.g. renewable energy.




Question 12: What are the barriers to joining-up and seeking multiple benefits from our
natural assets?

The sectoral, specialist approach often observed is a substantial barrier. While this may be
overcome to an extent by changes in organisational structure and culture, reductions in
resources risk exacerbating the problem, as it is in these circumstances when organisations
tend to focus more narrowly and lose wider linkages. Local capacity and structures for
integration such as those found in the AONB model have an important role to play in
overcoming these barriers.

Question 13: What are the barriers to thinking big and taking a landscape scale approach
to managing our natural assets?

The capacity of organisations can be a real barrier. These appro
privately owned land, and there is a need for slow and patient
minds of landowners and local communities.

s involve working on

Multiple benefits (e.g. biodiversity, landscape, flood all i ctored in or
part of investment decisions. A greater recognitio i
environment schemes would help this.

Areas of publicly owned land can be a key catalyst
block of wider ecological networks. As a
Shropshire Hills was recently announce
This project restored heathland on land"aré tional Nature Reserve.

cape scale working, a building
Purple project in the

part of wider international networks, for example AONBs and
V protected areas in the IUCN classification, and England’s SACs

the ‘protected pe approach’, in which cultural value is recognised alongside
ecological value aRdpositive management is taken forward in partnership with local
communities and landowners.

Question 15: If you could choose just one priority action for the Natural Environment
White Paper to drive forward locally, nationally or internationally - what would it be?

Climate change rightly has prominence, but needs to be seen as one of a suite of resource
issues, any one of which could become critical for the human population over the coming few
decades. Action needs to focus on harnessing and maintaining the recent momentum behind
climate change into a broader environmental agenda focused on basic life processes (see
suggested overarching challenge in Q2 above), with a real sense of urgency.



