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Session Presentation Summary

Clive Bowman, Centre for Mountain Studies informed the Conference of his research into spatial planning in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland as part of a Spatial North INTERREG project. The project aims to identify and develop best practice looking at six key issues; the evidence base, plan alignment, strategic vision, stakeholder participation, policy review and monitoring.

One hundred and twenty four strategic plans were examined and particular attention was paid to Biodiversity and Landscape, Connectivity, and Water and Waste. Currently most plans don’t use an evidence base and don’t include stakeholder participation or spatial data. Visioning and targets were varied. However, these plans showed up better in their referencing to other plans and strategies.

In discussion it was noted that many plans were not up to date and that there was now increasing weight given to community involvement. However, if organisations such as the Crofter’s Commission was fulfilling its corporate tasks was it right to identify failure to consult as poor performance. Researchers need to find out why some older top-down plans still perform well compared to newer plans.  

Crona O’Shea, also from the Centre for Mountain Studies reported on a complementary study looking at the use of Geographic Information Systems (GIS), as a tool for spatial data management and analysis to develop sustainable plans. It was noted that GIS could be a good way of gathering and storing data, both as an evidence base and as a way of engaging with the community. However, understanding of software and legal constraints on data can limit usage and availability of qualified staff can also act as a barrier to effective data management. Dr O’Shea gave examples from three case studies of GIS use, flood based mapping by the Scottish Environment Protection Agency and the Scottish Executive, a consultation tool in marine and coastal planning, a mapping approach to woodland fragmentation to target grant-aid. She concluded that to be effective, time should be allowed in the planning programme to develop and use a GIS management system. Work might also be needed to ensure the cooperation of other organisations to facilitate information agreements and data licences. GIS is a good analytical tool but required investment in the right resources, software and staff. Discussion at the end of this presentation observed that data observatories could this solve some of the problems described. The SW Observatory was cited as a good model that could be emulated elsewhere.

Keith Jones from the Forestry Commission continued the theme of the description of landscapes by describing the pioneering work carried out in the NW using GIS data to derive a Public Benefit Recording System (PBRS). The baseline datasets are the components from the indices of deprivation but other layers are then applied to determine spatial relationships. Examples of use of the PBRS included the Forestry Commission targeting grants for woodland where this can act as a catalyst to economic and social growth. This was done by mapping derelict land, forestry opportunities and a set of criteria with social, economic and environmental themes. It was recognised that maps are only as good as the data used and that there is a need to involve the community and a range of partners to properly capture the human dimension. Work has been carried out on both rural and urban indices of deprivation. Because the Cumbrian uplands have only a total of 126,000 population (cf NW 7millon population) additional information about the rural context (including locations of rural deprivation) is needed to justify funding in the Cumbria Uplands. However, the mapping of areas of cultural importance to aid investigation of the Lake District as a possible World Heritage site shows a concentration of interest in the uplands.

Discussion on possible WHS status revealed the different measures of value that can be mapped. For example, the hill farming system was not high scoring because the criteria used assess Universal value. Conversely the history of the Romantic Movement gives high value to the Lake District.  It was agreed that the value of PBRS lies in the partnerships that `truth’ the map.  GIS is a tool that brings people together and allows people to put on paper what is culturally valuable – and then see what can be mapped. Thereafter, causal relationships should not necessarily be inferred from map based correlations. 
Andrew Bell from the UK MAB committee then described to delegates a little more about the system of World Biosphere Reserves (BR) introduced by Professor Martin Price in the keynote presentations on day 1. BRs are designated through UNESCO’s Man and the Biosphere Intergovernmental Science Programme. The aim of these reserves is to reconcile nature conservation with social and economic needs within sites that are often important natural world heritage sites. Reserves are used for research, development and monitoring and there are 482 Biosphere Reserves in 102 countries worldwide.

Andrew Bell concentrated on presenting evidence under the session theme, focussing his presentation “Geographic Solutions through UNESCO Biosphere Reserves” on the use of designations and descriptive mapping tools in the management of landscapes.

Dr Bell described the use of BR designations as an effective tool for integrated management which may cut across natural boundaries and help build partnerships. At a Regional level he described how GIS information has been used on Braunton Burrows North Devon Biosphere Reserve to adopt an “ecosystem approach” to describing environmental ands socio-economic data. This has enabled identification of buffer zones around the core Biosphere Reserve areas. Thus information on the geomorphology of the sea-bed, the socio-economics of farming and tourism and designation boundaries of AONBs and SSSIs are all relevant to this form of analysis. However, this process of human and ecological mapping takes time as does the formation of partnerships appropriate to governance arrangements to develop a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve. He concluded that the zonation strategies adopted within Biosphere Reserves offered a unique opportunity for local communities to align strategies through cooperation and bring about sustainable development. 

Delegates wanted to know if in addition to the UK cooperation described there were good examples of European and wider international cooperation. Andrew Bell described how an annual conference helped this and cited several examples of use of an international network to solve common problems from areas as diverse as France, Canada, Cuba and several African states. More information on Biosphere Reserves can be gained from http://www.offwell.free-online.co.uk/biospher_reserves/index.htm and from UNESCO at http://www.unesco.org/mab/index.shtml.

Dr Nicola Thompson continued on the theme of designations as landscape management tools by examining the possible role of National Parks into the future is a presentation entitled “Governing National Parks: Challenges for the Twenty First Century”. This concentrated on the likely role of National England from a battery of issues raised by the distinctive governance of National Parks - operating within the framework of Local Authorities, and at present, funded (in England) by DEFRA and advised by the Countryside Agency.  Significant changes since the 1950s in both their level of independence and the context in which the Park Authorities in England and Wales operate were briefly outlined.

Her thesis that Natural England would not give much priority to the Parks in the early years of its existence was supported by some in the audience with direct knowledge of the way in which the new organisation is developing and by others who merely saw this as a trend from the original National Parks Commission, to Countryside Commission, Countryside Agency and now Natural England.  Others pointed to the different emphasis in the devolved systems (the separation of England and Wales and the emergence of National Parks in Scotland) and posed the question whether a strong Association of National Park Authorities might emerge to take a clear leadership role on a wider stage.

David Howard from CEH Lancaster then moved the session on to thinking about future pressures on the landscape and how these may effect and drive landscape management and planning into the future in a topical presentation entitled “Energy Source or sink? The role of the uplands in meeting our energy targets” Dr Howard discussed three renewable technologies, wind, bio-fuels, and hydro, and the additional opportunity for carbon mitigation strategies in upland peat, in order to assess how these may be used in the uplands to mitigate against climate change. 

Dr Howard argued that designations could already be seen to have a significant influence on output from specific technologies (e.g. the ‘Winash’ decision on the location of wind turbines in an area of high landscape value adjacent to National Parks). This may drive the extent to which the Uplands would be a source or a sink of energy. Topography was an obvious constraint on bio-fuel production, which would also be constrained by biodiversity designations. Dr Howard also saw the issue of climate change and the role of upland peat formation as more complex than views expressed by some commentators, because of the different impacts of wet winters and dry summers.

Hydro-power could however be a potential source of power in the uplands; this does not mean large dams or catchment flooding, but small local schemes or low-head hydro which works on small streams by redirecting water through a turbine with minimal environmental impact and can provide electricity needs for individual houses or small villages. Dr Howard identified a need to recognise different approaches relevant to and sympathetic to upland areas.

Comments from the audience suggested some empathy with his identification of ‘the way of doing things’ as a big influence on potential of different technologies in the uplands.  For example, ‘conventional’ national or even regional perspective of hydro in Cumbria would be likely to show low potential. ‘Localisation’ could however lead to very different answers and approaches with relatively small scale operations involving community ‘ownership’ of their own energy leading to different outcomes. Equally there was agreement that the de-coupling of energy and economic growth presented major challenges to institutions wedded to the view that the two are inseparable!  

Heather Emery from the NWDA then gave a presentation discussing the role of design in the uplands. Ms Emery outlined an inclusive approach to the concept of design influenced by CABE (the Governments adviser on architecture, urban design and public spaces). There was no disagreement evident in the discussion that key components of good design incorporate concepts of functionality and fitness of purpose; sensitivity to place; and sustainability, including efficiency in energy use. 

The audience were in agreement with the need for high quality design especially in the much needed renewal of old buildings and in new build. The audience focussed discussion on the challenges presented in attempts to move on beyond a ‘rural pastiche’. These included a resistance to any new building by sections of local communities, and national planning policies. Additionally the constraints placed on the development of new design by architects and clients who did not want to risk delays by challenging the planning system were recognised. To achieve good design with local vernacular materials the skills base also needs to be developed. 

Rachel Bland from the LDNPA then closed the presentations in this session with a brief description of the problems of affordability exemplified by the growing gap between house prices and ability to purchase. Characteristics of the local housing market (demands for second, holiday, retirement and commuter homes) and constraints on the amount of development appropriate in an area of very high landscape value were noted as key issues driving affordability problems. Ms Bland went on to outline the ways in which the National Park Authority is trying to implement policies directed solely at meeting ‘housing needs in a locality’ and which is trying to influence the price of new residential properties.    

Discussion highlighted the devastating effect that ‘the right to buy’ has had on the amount of housing available for rent, and the threat that it might be extended to Housing Association stock in the future. The ‘culture of home ownership’ and its link with pension provision and appreciation of capital was seen as a significant barrier to the renting of property evident in other parts of Europe. Comments also highlighted the gap between the need for affordable new housing in small, scattered, rural communities and national and regional planning policies which, under the guise of sustainability, had reverted to policies of development in key service centres thus driving other areas further away from sustainability.

Session Discussion and Conclusions

The discussion of the first half of this session focussed on methods of analysis to identify needs and opportunities, in the context of landscape management. Delegates identified that conference outputs should include a toolbox to help manage and integrate landscape. The following components were identified as important;
· Leadership and shared vision

· Broad Partnership base

· Know the current state of play

· Good evidence base

· ‘People truth’ the evidence base

· True engagement with all stakeholders, (not just the biggest players).

· Relevant scale and quality data

· Data sharing

· Good communication

· Local ownership to secure implementation

Justifications for the above were 

that leadership and a shared vision can deliver more than sectoral strongholds but this requires key leaders in each sector to acknowledge a shared vision and willingness to work in partnership that ground-truths data and assists with implementation. A good chairman of a partnership can provide the strong leadership.

There is a need for good data and for good analysis (including PBRS) but this must be coupled with ground-truthing, stakeholder discussion and pragmatic judgements. Conclusions should draw on the experience/success of other plans, strategies and projects. The quality of data needs to be credible and at the right scale and fit for purpose. Shared ownership of data is needed and development of data observatories can help with this. 

There is a need to know the current state of play – especially the case with data dumping. The NW shows a good example of already collecting some data. Once data is known it is then easy to identify opportunities and barriers. There is a need to look wide evidence base within a shared vision to look at.

True engagement with all stakeholders is important as it brings a wider interpretation of data/maps information. There is a need for true engagement to help overcome the dominance of organisations that are strong and can distort information. There is a need to balance the views of smaller communities alongside corporate entities. Maps can really help communicate information. Local stakeholder engagement can help monitor and demonstrate improvement or need and it helps to get local ownership of projects/plans. This local ownership has worked in North Devon Biosphere. There is also a need to understand the scales of sustainability within communities and to see some aspects of sustainability as additive and collectively adding to sustainable balance.

In addition partnerships need to have both the capacity and faith to believe in a long-term strategy and the funding of its delivery.

The second session discussion had potentially a very wide field of issues to draw on but succeeded in focussing in on a topic of concern to all these issues by addressing democracy and representation. This identified the following questions;-
1. What democratic model are we, or who do we think we are working with when dealing with issues in the uplands?

2. Who is representing whom in community targeted processes?  How well do we understand the interactions (or lack of them) between traditional, hierarchical, legally legitimised mechanisms of governance and more spontaneous community or partnership based initiatives?

3. Do we always know what we mean when applying the term community? Have we a good grasp of ‘theories of community(ies)’ or adequate understanding of the scale at which communities operate?  Are we addressing ‘communities’ in a particular locality or ‘communities of interest’?

4. Are we learning from examples on ‘community based action’ whether legally legitimised or not?

The examples quoted included localised generation of energy, provision of community housing and the impact of the Land Reform Act in Scotland.

Further research needs arising from this session are:

These papers and session discussion revealed the need for a greater understanding of how to use spatial data as a mechanism to reconcile and fully integrate environmental, social and economic needs and to devise mechanisms of monitoring that captures the multi-functional relationships. 

This understanding, together with the partnerships formed whilst collating and integrating spatial data information would lead to the development of a toolbox for use in the sustainable integrated management of upland landscapes

Additionally, there was a concern that shifts in planning policy at all levels were needed both to secure effective energy strategies and to develop the capacity for change in housing policies in the uplands in order to develop truly sustainable upland communities.

The International Centre for the Uplands-Cumbria considers that these needs can best be met by developing scenarios of rural futures that look at a range of options to develop energy efficient uplands which home sustainable communities. Scenarios must identify interventions that impact on the drivers of change but also examine and promote the positive aspects of change. Zonation strategies, such as those used in the Biosphere Reserve concept can work by spatially integrating protected zones whilst enabling a linkage with adjacent areas requiring sustainable rural development
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