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	Summary: 
This report presents for members’ information the key matters considered by the Broads Local Access Forum during the last year relating to the development and improvement of public access to land and water for open-air recreation and enjoyment. 
 
Recommendation:
That the work of the Forum be noted.


1 Norfolk and Suffolk Rights of Way Improvement Plans

1.1
The Forum has, once again, over the last year been involved with both Norfolk and Suffolk County Councils in respect of the development of their draft Rights of Way Improvement Plans (ROWIPS). 

1.2
With regard to the draft Norfolk ROWIP the Forum felt that whilst the plan was long on aspiration it failed to spell out clearly how those aspirations would be fulfilled. The Forum felt that the document was vague and open ended.  Actions were for the most part set out in general rather than specific terms and did not contain specific targets, timescales or clear indicators for measuring the success or otherwise of the actions.  Without a clear link to a budget and proposed timescales for achievement it was felt that these were little more than a wish list which could have serious implications during the later years of the plan. 

1.3
The draft ROWIP contained very little reference to the Broads and no reference to the fact of it being a national park with all that implies in terms of its special status and duties in respect of recreation and tourism, conservation and navigation.  The fact that the County had a national park in its area was felt to be very positive and the Forum was surprised that more was not made of that fact.  It was felt this should not only be more explicitly acknowledged  but that this should have an effect on the emphasis of the ROWIP.  In particular it was felt that the Plan needed to have a greater focus on footpaths,  bridleways and cycle ways. The Forum is continuing to pursue these issues with the County Council. 

1.4
The Forum has also considered Suffolk’s draft Rights of Way Improvement Plan.  A feature of the draft plan is that it is already embedded in Suffolk’s Local Transport Plan and consequently funding is available to achieve the stated objectives. However the draft ROWIP did not set out clearly objectives for those areas which came within the Authority’s Executive Area and there were omissions of references to the Forum and the Broads Authority. Suffolk County Council’s Access Development Officer has agreed to include relevant references in the final draft which will go the Cabinet in the autumn.

1.5
Both ROWIPs should be adopted by Spring 2007.   

2
Access to Water

2.1
In September 2004, the then Minister for Rural Affairs and Local Environmental Quality, Alun Michael, wrote to all Local Access Forum members in England. In the letter he indicated that further consideration needed to be given to the role of Forums in advising on wider forms of access including access to water. At it’s meeting in October the Forum received a very informative presentation from Tamsin Phipps of the British Canoe Union.
2.2
The key issue for canoeists in England and Wales is that access to rivers are currently severely restricted. There are some 41,000 miles of river of over 3 metres width in England and Wales only 4% of which are accessible.

2.3
Suggestions for improving the situation included:

· retaining old fords;

· creating new access to the water’s edge;

· car parking at strategic places with footpaths down to the river;

· better signage, communication and leaflets; and

· funding local development/access officers.

2.4
The benefits of being able to provide greater access for canoeists include:

· increased tourism with greater day and return visits;

· benefits to the local economies; and

· support for PE schools sports clubs and links to the National Curriculum.

2.5
It is the intention of the BCU to work in partnership with the Regional Development Agencies, Sports Boards, Local Access Forums and other appropriate bodies to provide greater opportunities for people to canoe.  In particular it was hoped to build on the interest that will be generated by the 2012 Olympic Games. 

2.6
In discussing the issues arising out of Ms Phipps’ presentation, the Forum highlighted possible use by canoeists of drainage dykes and other quiet areas away from the main boating areas.  This would involve agreement with landowners and clearly could take time. The Forum is also exploring the possibility of canoeing on the Trinity Broads. Although these are owned by Essex and Suffolk Water, the Broads Authority is currently in the process of negotiating the possibility of more access for rowing boats and the Forum has enquired whether a similar facility may be provided for canoes.

2.7
The Forum has also enquired about the use of closed broads by non powered craft. It was advised that although the issue of closed broads had been included in the Broads Plan, it was a category 3 priority and consequently would not be actioned until later this year.

2.8
The Forum has been pursuing with the City Council, without conspicuous success, the reopening of the footpath at New Mills.

2.9
With the new riverside fencing installed there appears too be no reason why the contractor could not reinstate the footpath. Its continued closure is not only a major inconvenience for river users, ramblers and the general public, but it also constitutes a safety hazard should anyone need to get off the river in a hurry for a medical emergency.  

3
Broads Local Access Forum: Role and Priorities

3.1
The Forum has during the year reconsidered what it saw as its role and what were its priorities.  To this end it has established a working party to consider how the Forum might advance particular issues/projects.  Amongst the items being considered are:

· Wherryman’s Way/Walking Activities /Links with other networks of paths. 
· Cycling and Integration with Footpaths.

· Greater Pedestrian and Disabled Person’s Access to the Broads.

· Rights of Ways and Footpaths

3.2
It is intended that the Working Group will focus on a number of practical schemes which the BLAF will then help to develop.

3.3
The first of these schemes is the Harnsers Way. This is a possible route along the north bank of the Yare from Thorpe to Reedham which has recently been highlighted in conjunction with works being carried out by Broadland Environmental Services Ltd (BESL). BESL have been invited to attend the next meeting of the Forum to discuss their programme and how BLAF might be best able to feed future initiatives into this.

4
Consultation Papers

4.1
In addition to responding to the draft Rights of Way Improvements Plans the Forum has responded to consultations from Defra in respect of its “Outdoor for All? Diversity Action Plan” and proposals relating to the amendment of the Local Access Forums (England) Regulations 2002. It has also commented on the Broads Tourism Strategy and the Local Development Framework. The Forum received a presentation on the Shoreline Mangement Plan and requested to be included in the list of future consultees.
5
Membership 

5.1
Since its inception in 2003, as a result of resignations and the death of two of its members, the membership the Forum had fallen to 12. However following a successful recruitment exercise, six additional new members have been appointed thereby bringing the membership up to 18. The membership represents a wide selection of interests and brings considerable experience and expertise to meetings.

6
Profile and Joint Working

6.1
The Forum has, during the year, sought to increase its profile by adopting a distinctive logo and by adopting a distinct area on the Authority’s website.

6.2
The Forum is keen to forge links with the other Local Access Forums in the area. Members of the Norfolk Local Access Forum have attended some of the BLAF’s meetings and vice versa. Next year it is intended to have a three way training day with both the Norfolk and Suffolk Local Access Forums.

7
Site Visits

7.1
The Forum has got out and about during the year. Last July the members went out to Sea Palling and met Guy Cooper from the Environment Agency to discuss the history of flooding there and the preventative measures that have been taken and future policy. In December they visited Carlton Marshes Nature Reserve Education Centre to assess the provision of easy access paths, Herringflleet Hills to find out more about visitor site management and finally the Waveney River Centre to look at the BFAP works. Prior to their meeting in June they visited Whitlingham Country Park.
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