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Local Access Forums: Research Commissioned by the Countryside Agency

Report by Senior Administrative Officer
 
	Summary:               The report provides the background to the recently published study commissioned by the Countryside Agency into the operation of Local Access Forums in England and highlights some of the key issues identified by the study. 


 
Recommendation: To note the report and identify, if appropriate, areas                     for discussion. 


1 Introduction

1.1

The Countryside Agency was asked by the Government to conduct a review of local access forums (LAFs) in England.  The stated aim is that the review will be used to determine how the Agency, Defra, the Local Government Association and others can better support the work of LAFs, and help to develop their role.  

1.2
The Agency appointed the Countryside and Community Research Unit of the University of Gloucester to provide them (and Defra) with detailed information on the operation and functioning of LAFs in England.  A copy of the final report was previously circulated to members at the beginning of August.

1.3
The Executive summary of the report provides a snapshot of the key findings and issues.  These are discussed in more detail in the body of the report and chapters six and seven are particularly relevant.

2
Main Findings

2.1

The research found that there were eighty one LAFs in England and that the number of members sitting on LAFs ranged from five to twenty two.    There was little difference in membership numbers and mix of representation between LAFs set up jointly, by national park and county authorities, but membership was lower in all types of membership in LAFs set up by urban authorities.  

2.2
LAF members appeared to represent a broad range of interests and were largely recruited through local advertising or were head hunted by the Appointing Authority or a particular organisation.  It was found on average that LAF members spent between two to five hours a month on LAF work outside of meetings and attended at least three out of four meetings a year. The impact of LAFs was felt to be variable and the responses were not as positive as they were for the organisation and relationship of the LAF.  

2.3
Without any culture or tradition, it appeared that many LAFs are unaware of their potential to influence their Appointing Authority and others interested in access and recreation in their areas. The better functioning LAFs appear to be more assertive than their less well-functioning peers.  

2.4

The research acknowledges that there is unlikely to be a single correct way to run a LAF as their purpose is to mould their activities to local circumstances, and these will inevitably vary.  However, the paper identifies good practice and poor practice in a more generic sense and this is set out in table 7.1 on pages 51 and 52 of the report.  A successful LAF is summarised as one which tends to:

· have more time for informal discussion and networking (e.g. a two way information process with informal elements equating to ‘training’ sessions);

· organise site visits to examine particular issues;

· spend time beforehand preparing material on particular items;

· have good communication between the Secretary and Chairman both before and between meetings;

· have a specific slot for the relevant Appointing Authority officer(s) to report back on items raised at previous meetings;

· invite a range of outside speakers to make presentations to the LAF; and

· set up sub-groups to investigate specific issues (e.g. on Rights of Ways Improvement Plans or a major local road scheme).

The importance of having an engaged Chairman was highlighted.

3
Conclusion

3.1
It appears that the arrangements in respect of the Broads Local Access Forum are working well and that many aspects of best practise have already been adopted.  It may be, however, that members in reading the research report, wish to highlight particular aspects for discussion at the meeting. 
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