Local Access Forum 

11 October 2005
Agenda Item No 11
Annual Report of the Broads Local Access Forum
Report by Senior Administrative Officer
 
	Summary: 
Attached to this report is the Annual report of the Local Access Forum considered by the Broads Authority at its meeting on 29 July 2005.

Recommendation:
to note the report.


1 Annual Report of the Broads Local Access Forum

1.1
Under its terms of reference there is a requirement for the Local Access Forum to submit an Annual Report on its activities for the consideration by the full Authority. 

1.2
The report, attached at Appendix 1, was considered by the Broads Authority at its meeting on 29 July. The report was introduced by the Chairman of the Local Access Forum who highlighted the fact that the Government now appeared keen to widen the brief of the Access Forums to include access to water. The meeting noted that this was a significant development within the context of the Broads.  He also referred to the proposed Access Audit, which could have significance for the Authority beyond the Forum. 

1.3
The Broads Authority noted the report.
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Broads Authority 

29 July 2005
Annual Report of the Broads Local Access Forum
Report by Senior Administrative Officer
 
	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 Plan

1.1
The Forum has 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. 
1.2
Norfolk County Council’s Access Strategy Co-ordinator, Mr Dominic Doble, has attended a number of meetings and updated members on progress.

1.3
The Forum considered a copy of the public consultation questionnaire entitled “On the Right Tracks?” produced by Mr Doble.  The questionnaire was designed to gather information which would assist in identifying where improvements could be made to existing routes or raise possibilities for new land-based access routes within the county.  Mr Doble was also examining the links between different modes of transport and access to the countryside. A number of members attended a public meeting, which was held on 20 October 2004 at which the public were provided with the results arising from the questionnaire and informed of ongoing studies being undertaken by the County Council.


1.4
Following from this the Chairman of the Forum (Mr Mark Wells) attended a meeting at County Hall where he received a copy of the provisional draft Norfolk Rights of Way Improvement Plan.  The draft plan contained ten action points linking transport to access but it was felt it did not really focus on practical methods for actually improving access.  There was no reference to access to water or countryside management and it also failed to take account of the fact that the area included both a national park and an area of outstanding natural beauty.  His views regarding the plan concurred with those members who had attended the public meeting and a letter was sent to the County Council setting out the Forum’s concerns.   

1.5
In its reply the County Council acknowledged the Forum’s concerns and indicated that it further explore the issues affecting the Broads and its status in the context of a countywide plan. 

1.6
The current situation is that the County Councils Members Review Panel has deferred consideration of the pre–draft plan pending further amendments.   Consequently there is at present no draft plan.  It appears, however, that the Forum’s letter has had a positive effect and that the pre-draft will continue to evolve having more regard to the Broads Plan 2004 and its guiding principles. It is anticipated that the final draft Rights of Way Improvement Plan will be sent out for formal public consultation sometime in the winter. 

1.7
The Forum also received a presentation by Mr Peter Tilley, the Access Development Officer for Suffolk County Council, in respect of the Suffolk Rights of Way Improvement Plan.  Those aspects affecting the Broads are centred on the Waveney Valley.  The Forum has commented on the initial assessment report which precedes the publication of the draft plan.  Again the Forum has highlighted the need for the plan to acknowledge that the Broads Authority Executive area is a national park and as such needs to be accorded special status.  Reference has also been made to the fact that the Broads Authority is a planning authority and consequently must be accorded similar status to the District Councils with respect to rights of way issues, access and tourism.  It is anticipated that the draft plan itself will be published in the spring of 2006.

1.8
The Forum has forged good links with both County Councils and it will continue to seek to have a positive input to both Rights of Way Improvement Plans over the forthcoming year.  

2
Lost Public Staithes and Slipway Strategy

2.1
The Forum has received presentations on lost public staithes and on work carried out for the development of an Angling Slipway Strategy.  

2.2
Mr Roy Kemp detailed how staithes had emerged during Roman times and had gradually formed a part of the fabric of the area and how the use of such facilities were enshrined in common law.   He explained how, although these staithes belonged to the public in perpetuity, a number had been sold by parish councils and that relevant deeds had come into existence.  Consequently people had bought and sold these staithes in goodwill unaware of the fact that they were still legally in public ownership.

2.3
The Forum recognised that returning these staithes to public ownership would be a legally complex undertaking.  One possibility was to get the land dedicated under the Countryside and Rights of Way Act where the nominal owners were happy for this to happen.  With the others it was important that their identity should not be lost and it was agreed that Mr Kemp’s list should be put on the Forum’s website once it is up and running.          

2.4
The Forum also received presentation from Mr Glen Owen, Countryside Ranger (Fixed Assets) in respect of the work he had carried out for the development of an Angling Slipway strategy.  As a result of the research he had carried out he found twenty-eight parish, public or private slipways or launching sites.  Eighteen boatyards also catered for the daily launching of small craft with one more hoping to provide these services from 2006.   

2.5
He had subsequently sent a questionnaire to other boatyards and recreation providers asking for details of all their services.  Over fifty had responded and their details had been put onto a database which would be used by the tourist information offices.  From the information received it appeared that thirteen sites could potentially be upgraded and gaps in the network were also identified.   

2.6
It is anticipated that Mr Owen’s work will be one of the bases of a River and Broads Strategy which will be presented to the members of the Authority later in the year.  It is anticipated that recommendations may include:  

· protection and enhancement of existing facilities;

· finding funding for new facilities where there are gaps in the network;

· support for boatyards which are providing daily launching facilities; and

· consideration of how the slipway facilities are advertised and signage.

2.7
It is likely that consideration will also be given as to how information for canoeists could be improved and there would be ongoing dialogue with the Environment Agency to explore the potential for improving access as part of the flood alleviation works.  

3
Proposed Access Audit

3.1
The Forum have acknowledged that a general consensus has emerged from the Best Value Review of Recreation about the need to examine, more comprehensively, initiatives for improving both land and water based access and recreation in the Broads area. 

3.2
Although there are some very good footpaths in the Broads area they are under utilised.  There is a need to raise the public’s level of awareness by providing appropriate information through effective channels.  Consequently, and having regard to the introduction of the provisions of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act, the Forum feels that the time is right to pull a number of initiatives together which could produce a cohesive strategy for both land based access issues and access to water initiatives.  It is anticipated that this could be achieved through an auditing exercise and could include areas which had previously been neglected, such as bridleways.  

3.3
The Head Ranger (Countryside) will be bringing an Action Plan of the way forward to a future meeting.

4
Access to Water

4.1
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.  As indicated in respect of some of the other items in this report the Forum has already begun to consider this issue and that work will be ongoing.  Indeed the Head Ranger (Countryside) and the Waterways Manager have already had meetings with two consultants from the Countryside Agency who are working on a project to formalise canoeing access along the River Waveney.  Specifically the meeting was to discuss access issues regarding the Waveney between Outney Common in Bungay and Geldeston Locks.  It was hoped that the project would lead to more secure access agreements. 

4.2
At its meeting in July the Forum received a presentation from an officer of the Countryside Agency concerning open access land on the coast.  An update on this presentation will be reported through the Forum’s minutes which will be considered by the  Authority at its meeting in September.

4.3
The Forum has also taken up an offer from the British Canoe Union and will receive a presentation from its Rivers Access Campaign Officer at its meeting in September. 

5
Formal Opening of the Wherryman’s Way

5.1
The formal opening of the Wherryman’s Way took place at the end of May with a press launch and a significant number of activities.  The day was a great success. 

5.2
The 35 mile (56 km) Wherryman’s Way, which starts and finishes at Norwich and Great Yarmouth railway stations, winds along existing footpaths, through open marshes, reed-beds, grazing meadows and riverside villages along the banks of the River Yare, crossing the river by ferry at Reedham, where many of the wherries were built. There are also 10 new circular walks around villages and three waterside paths providing easy access for pushchairs and wheelchairs, while a cycle trail linked to the National Cycle Route runs along both sides of the River Yare. The walk also links with train and river bus services. 

5.3
The Wherryman’s Way has cost in the region of £200,000.  The major contributor is the LEADER+ Broads and Rivers programme, with further input from the project partners - the Broads Authority, Norfolk County Council, South Norfolk Council and the Chet Valley Development Partnership (CVDP).  It was the brainchild of Mark Wells, Chairman of both the CVDP and the Access Forum.

5.4
Its aim is to regenerate the southern Broads area through creating a whole new tourist destination on the Broads.  By improving waterside access for people on land and providing added interest at moorings for people visiting on boats it will be instrumental in supporting local business through the generation of additional trade.  It is hoped that it will help to highlight the existence of interesting land based activities in the Broads.

5.5
The Local Access Forum had a site visit to parts of the Wherryman’s Way in December taking in the developments at Reedham and Rockland.  The highlight was walking the new path which provides for disabled access to the hide at Rockland water.
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