
CABINET

Meeting date: 5th February 2015

From: Corporate Director – Environment & 
Community Services

AREAS OF OUTSTANDING NATURAL BEAUTY (AONB): 
FUTURE FUNDING AND SOLWAY COAST AONB 
MANAGEMENT PLAN REVIEW

1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1 Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) are statutory land use 
designations made under the National Parks and Access to the 
Countryside Act 1949. Three AONB lie within Cumbria – Arnside & 
Silverdale, North Pennines and the Solway Coast. The Countryside and 
Rights of Way (CROW) Act 2000 places statutory duties on the Council 
in regard to AONB. This report deals with two specific issues relating 
to these duties: future funding of all three AONB, and the adoption of 
the Solway Coast AONB Management Plan.

1.2 The three AONBs are managed via AONB Partnerships, of which the 
County Council is a member. The County Council is being asked to 
enter into a new three year funding agreement with all three of the 
AONB Partnerships, and other relevant local authorities. The Council 
has been signatory to previous agreements since 2009. This approach 
provides greater financial stability to the Partnerships and enables 
more effective delivery of AONB Management Plan objectives and 
actions. The current agreement expires in April 2015. 

1.3 The Council, along with other relevant local authorities has a statutory 
duty as set out in Section 89 of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 
2000 to prepare and review Management Plans for each of the three 
AONB that are located within Cumbria. Revised Management Plans for 
the Arnside & Silverdale and North Pennines AONB were adopted by 
the County Council in 2014. The Management Plan for the Solway 
Coast AONB has now also been reviewed to guide the management of 
the protected landscape for the period 2015-20. The Council needs to 
adopt this Management Plan to continue to meet its statutory duties.



2.0 STRATEGIC PLANNING AND EQUALITY IMPLICATIONS

2.1 The  AONB Partnerships and the production and adoption of the AONB 
Management Plans support the delivery of the following environmental 
and socio-economic aspirations of the Community Strategy and the 
Council Plan (2014-17):

 To Protect and Enhance Cumbria’s World Class Environment

 To Enable Communities to Live Safely and Shape Services Locally 

 To Promote Sustainable Economic Growth and Create Jobs

2.2 The AONB Partnerships and Management Plans support the 
management of areas which include many of the county’s finest 
environmental assets, putting communities at the heart of delivering 
many of the actions and objectives, and support the development of 
the local economies which underpin the AONB areas, through the 
support of traditional industries and crafts.

2.3 There are no equality issues arising from this report. The AONB 
Management Plans include actions which seek to address equality 
issues, including the development of easy access walks and the 
support of activities which promote good health. 

3.0 RECOMMENDATION

It is recommended that Cabinet agrees to:

3.1 Commit £34,604 per annum to the AONB Partnerships for a three year 
period.

3.2 Enter into a Memorandum of Agreement (MoA) in the form attached at 
Appendix 4 for each of the AONB Partnerships.   

3.3 Delegate authority to the Corporate Director, Environment & 
Community Services to agree the final version of each MoA in 
consultation with the Portfolio Holder.

3.4 It is recommended that the Solway Coast AONB Management Plan is 
agreed and adopted by the Council, with authority delegated to the 
Corporate Director, Environment & Community Services to agree the 
final content.



ADVICE OF CORPORATE DIRECTOR – ENVIRONMENT & 
COMMUNITY SERVICES

4.0 BACKGROUND

4.1 Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) are statutory land use 
designations made under the National Parks and Access to the Countryside 
Act 1949. The primary purpose of AONB designation is to conserve and 
enhance the natural beauty of the area. The Countryside and Rights of Way 
(CROW) Act 2000 places two key statutory duties on local authorities in 
regard to AONB. Firstly, Section 85 states that, “in exercising or performing 
any functions in relation to, or so as to affect, land” in these areas, relevant 
authorities “shall have regard” to their purposes. Secondly, Section 89 
places a duty on local authorities to act jointly to produce and review 
management plans for the AONB within their administrative boundaries.

4.2 Three AONBs lie wholly or partly within Cumbria - Solway Coast, Arnside & 
Silverdale and North Pennines. The County Council is jointly responsible for 
these three AONBs. By agreement with the other relevant local authorities1, 
the CROW Act duties are performed in Cumbria by three AONB partnership 
management organisations - Solway Coast AONB Joint Advisory 
Committee, Arnside & Silverdale AONB Executive Committee and the North 
Pennines AONB Partnership. The Council is represented by a nominated 
member on each of these bodies. A staff unit for each AONB, consisting of a 
small team of dedicated officers who are employed through the ‘host’ local 
authority, (in this case, Allerdale Borough Council, Lancaster City Council 
and Durham County Council respectively) carry out the work for the 
management organisations, with core funding from the relevant local 
authorities and DEFRA.

Future Funding – All AONB

4.3 The Council currently provides a core annual financial contribution to the 
three AONB partnerships. This totals £34,604 annually, and is distributed as 
follows: 

Arnside & Silverdale AONB: £8805; 

North Pennines AONB: £14,329; 

Solway Coast Coast AONB: £11,470. 

4.4 The relative levels of funding were set originally in 2010, and have remained 
unchanged since this time. They were derived by taking into account the 
size of the AONB in question, the percentage of the AONB falling within 
each local authority administrative boundary, and the functions performed by 
the respective authorities. DEFRA require that total local authority 
contributions equate to approximately at least 25% of total ‘core’ costs. 
Cumbria County Council’s contribution totals approximately 5% of this total 

1 Allerdale Borough Council and Carlisle City Council (Solway Coast); South Lakeland District Council, 
Lancashire County Council and Lancaster City Council (Arnside & Silverdale); Eden District Council, Carlisle 
City Council, Durham and Northumberland County Councils (North Pennines)



core income. Appendix 3 provides further detail. The Council is signatory to 
a Memorandum of Agreement (MoA), agreed by Cabinet in 2011, which 
commits the Council to the above contribution until April 2015. 

4.5 The local authority contribution is a cornerstone of AONB funding. All the 
AONB partnerships have used the local authority core funding to provide 
leverage for DEFRA contributions, as well as significant project funding in 
recent years, totalling several million pounds. Project funding provides for 
the attainment of Management Plan objectives, to which the Council are 
bound as a relevant authority. The achievements of the AONB partnerships 
also contribute towards the attainment of Council Plan goals. Via the 
partnership approach, and through the multiplier effect, the return on the 
Council’s investment is significant. A list of key AONB achievements are 
listed in Appendix 2. 

4.6 Whilst the Council’s relative contribution is small in overall terms, it is crucial 
that the AONB partnerships continue to retain this funding beyond 2015, 
since cumulatively, alongside the contributions made by the other 
authorities, it forms a significant proportion of overall core income. The 
importance of the local authority contribution has increased significantly over 
recent years, as the DEFRA contribution to each AONB in Cumbria has 
been reduced by up to 25%. A level of guaranteed core funding is necessary 
for the retention of AONB unit staff, to lever DEFRA contributions, and to 
provide match funding for the major project income which has become the 
main source of finance for the AONB partnerships.

4.7 The proposed course of action is therefore to commit to the current level of 
funding for a further three years via a revised MoA. DEFRA have stated that 
they will continue to support AONB. However, given uncertainties over 
central government funding, they are not in a position to be signatory to a 
revised MoA. The revised MoA would however, provide the necessary 
commitment at a local level between the local authority partners and each 
AONB, and demonstrate to DEFRA that local support for AONB is robust – a 
key requirement if future DEFRA funding is to be forthcoming. 

4.8 The draft MoA is included as an appendix to this report. This is a generic 
template, which would form the basis of three separate MoA, with the 
content altered accordingly to make reference to each individual AONB and 
its constituent partners. The MoA sets out the aims of the AONB partnership, 
and the commitment made by all parties. It includes a commitment that the 
partnership and AONB unit will lead on the work which will meet the 
Council’s statutory obligations – notably the production and review of 
Management Plans. Each MoA would be subject to an understanding that 
the Council is able to withdraw from the agreement with one year’s notice, if 
it is considered necessary. Allowing for at least one year’s notice is 
necessary, to allow for the AONB to budget plan - most notably in regard to 
the employment of staff, as well as in regard to the ability to run major 
projects.

Solway Coast AONB Management Plan



4.9 Cabinet resolved to adopt the current Solway Coast Management Plan in 
2009. The Plan has now been reviewed, and subject to public consultation. 
Council officers have been involved in guiding this process, and members 
have contributed through membership of the management organisations. 
Relevant local members have been directly consulted on the content of the 
Plan, and any comments received are included in Appendix 1 to this report. 
The Council needs to adopt the revised plan in order to meet its statutory 
duties.

4.10 An AONB Management Plan is a document which highlights the special 
qualities of the AONB and the importance of different features; presents an 
integrated vision for the future of the AONB as a whole in the light of 
national, regional and local priorities; sets out agreed policies or guidelines 
that incorporate specific objectives to secure the vision; identifies what 
needs to be done, by whom, and when, in order to achieve these outcomes; 
and states how the condition of the AONB and the effectiveness of its 
management will be monitored.

4.11 Stated Management Plan objectives and actions are of direct relevance to 
the following Council functions:

 Landscape Conservation: Actions seek to ensure planning and land 
management decisions reflect local landscape character, with 
reference to County Council work, including the Cumulative Impact of 
Vertical Infrastructure assessment.

 Planning: The County Council is the local planning authority for 
minerals and waste, and for developments on its own land. As such, it 
is responsible for ensuring that these developments conserve the 
character of the AONB. In preparing the Minerals & Waste Local Plan, 
the County Council must ensure that suitable policies are included 
which facilitate this. 

 Highways/Countryside Management: Actions seek to ensure that the 
public right of way network is maintained to a high standard – which will 
be done in conjunction with the Council’s Countryside Access Team. 

 Local Service Provision: Actions seek to support the maintenance and 
enhancement of services which are essential for sustainable rural 
community life, a number of which the Council are wholly or partly 
responsible for, including schools, public transport and broadband 
provision. 

4.12 A comprehensive list of the objectives, actions, and identified lead and 
supporting partners can be found in the action plan contained in the draft 
Management Plans, which can be downloaded from the AONB website (see 
‘Background Papers’) .

4.13 The Management Plan needs to be adopted by the Council to deliver its 
statutory duty. Officers consider that the process followed and the content of 
the Management Plan is consistent with other plans and policies of the 
Council. The Management Plan will be instrumental in conserving and 
enhancing one of our nationally protected landscapes. It will help with the 



development of a range of projects and assist with securing external project 
funding for project implementation

5.0 OPTIONS

Options in regard to funding the three AONB are as follows:

5.1 Option 1 - Cease funding. The Council’s reputation would be adversely 
affected, through failing to meet a statutory responsibility, and failing to 
support a landscape asset which is renowned internationally. The significant 
benefits delivered by the AONB partnerships (see Appendix 2) would be lost. 

5.2 Option 2 - Deliver statutory responsibilities in-house. This would necessitate 
resources being identified to prepare and review management plans, and 
deliver their objectives. This would be more costly than Option 3, less 
practical, and not deliver the significant partnership working benefits 
delivered by Option 3. 

5.3 Option 3 - Continue to fund AONB partnerships. This requires new MoA to 
be agreed, with obligations placed on AONB partnerships and units to lead 
on the work which will meet the Council’s statutory obligations. AONB 
partnerships are the most cost effective way of meeting the Council’s 
statutory commitments in regard to AONB, and also deliver significant net 
benefits in terms of return on investment. The benefits to the Council of 
continuing to fund the AONB partnerships are as follows: 

a) The Council’s statutory duties in regard to AONB will continue to be 
met. 

b) Significant staff experience will be retained, most notably in the 
acquisition of external project funding, as well as the good links which 
have been developed with local communities, businesses and elected 
members. 

c) Significant positive contributions accrue in terms of the multiplier effect 
from external project funding. These contribute towards the attainment 
of both Council Plan and AONB Management Plan goals, resulting in 
benefits to the health, economy and environment of local communities.

5.4 The recommended option in regard to funding is Option 3, for the reasons 
noted above.

5.5 Options in regard to the Solway AONB Management Plan are as follows:

a) Option 1 - Do not adopt the Management Plan. The Council’s 
reputation would be adversely affected, through failing to meet a 
statutory responsibility, and failing to support a landscape asset which 
is renowned internationally.

b) Option 2 - Adopt the Solway Coast Management Plan. This would meet 
the Council’s statutory duty under Section 89 of the Countryside and 
Rights of Way Act 2000, and ensure that the Solway Coast AONB 



continues to be conserved and enhanced in partnership with the public 
and private sectors, and the community.

5.6 The recommended option in regard to the Solway Coast AONB 
Management Plan is Option 2, for the reasons noted above.

6.0 RESOURCE AND VALUE FOR MONEY IMPLICATIONS

6.1 This report asks Members to agree to enter into new funding agreements 
with each of the AONB Partnerships for a period of three years.  Funding for 
the three Partnerships currently totals £34604 per annum and is funded from 
the Environment Grants budget.  The Council will have the option to 
withdraw from the agreement provided that sufficient notice is given.

6.2 Members should be aware that the Memorandum of Understanding relating 
to each Partnership sets out the implications for redundancy should there be 
a large reduction in funding.  The Memorandum sets out that redundancy 
costs will be reasonably attributed but that each party’s liabilities in respect 
of redundancy costs will be capped at no more than their total contribution 
paid in the previous year.  Therefore, any decision by the County Council to 
withdraw from the partnerships, that could result in redundancy, would result 
in a payment no greater than the annual value of the contribution paid.  
Therefore, from a budgetary perspective the County Council effectively 
needs to give one year’s notice to ensure that any potential redundancy 
costs can be met from the existing budget provision. 

7.0 LEGAL IMPLICATIONS

7.1 The Council has a statutory duty under section 89(5) of the Countryside and 
Rights of Way Act 2000 to review the area of outstanding natural beauty 
management plan before the end of the period of 5 years beginning with the 
date on which the initial management plan was first published and then after 
the first review, at intervals of not more than 5 years. 

7.2 Section 89(10) of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 provides that 
when reviewing the Management Plan, the Council shall:

a) Determine on that review whether it would be expedient to amend the 
plan and what (if any) amendments would be appropriate,

b) Make any amendments that they consider appropriate, and

c) Publish a report on the review specifying any amendments made. 

7.3 As this policy will not form part of the Council’s Policy Framework as defined 
in Part 2 of the Constitution, the decisions in this report are for Cabinet and 
not Full Council.



8.0 CONCLUSION

8.1 All three AONB partnerships carry out a statutory function on behalf of the 
Council and other relevant local authorities. This is delivered through the 
AONB staff units. Each partnership and staff unit continues to demonstrate 
the successful production, implementation and review of the Management 
Plans and are fundamental to conserving and enhancing the special 
qualities of the AONB areas. They continue to ensure that they are living 
landscapes where people have access to jobs and services. The works of 
the AONB partnerships are guided by officers and county councillors.

8.2 The AONB partnerships continue to offer very good value for money to the 
council, with a small core staff unit drawing in funding from a range of 
sources to review and deliver the Management Plans. The partnership 
approach to funding the staff units, where by the local authorities join 
together to pool relatively modest financial contributions towards the single 
goal of conserving and enhancing national designated landscapes and 
maintaining a Management Plan, continues to be a cost effective way of 
delivering a statutory duty.

8.3 By entering into a 3 year funding agreement the Council would continue its 
commitment to the partnerships and provide them with financial stability. 
This would enable them to plan better and secure funding from other 
sources to implement the Management Plan objectives more effectively.

8.4 The Solway Coast AONB have demonstrated the successful implementation 
of the Management Plan for 2009-14, and have revised the plan to help 
conserve and enhance the special qualities of the areas for the next 5 years. 
This will be used to develop projects and facilitate cooperation and change 
with statutory agencies, landowners, manager, businesses and the local 
community. It will be linked to an annual action plan that will be monitored to 
measure success and achievement. 

Jim Savege
Corporate Director Environment & Community Services

5th February 2015

APPENDICES

Appendix 1 – Local Member Comments
Appendix 2 – Key AONB Achievements Over current MOA Period (2011-15)
Appendix 3 – Cumbria AONB – Key Figures
Appendix 4 – Draft MOA Wording

Electoral Division(s):  Solway Coast, Dalston & Burgh, Longtown, Thursby, 
Aspatria, Dearham & Broughton, Maryport North, Kent Estuary, Lyth Valley, Alston 
and East Fellside, Corby and Hayton, Appleby, Kirkby Stephen



*  Please remove whichever option is not applicable

Executive Decision Yes*

Key Decision Yes*

If a Key Decision, is the proposal published in the current Forward Plan? Yes*

Is the decision exempt from call-in on grounds of urgency? No*

N/A*If exempt from call-in, has the agreement of the Chair of the relevant 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee been sought or obtained?

No*Has this matter been considered by Overview and Scrutiny?
If so, give details below.

Yes*Has an environmental or sustainability impact assessment been 
undertaken?

No*Has an equality impact assessment been undertaken?

PREVIOUS RELEVANT COUNCIL OR EXECUTIVE DECISIONS

Cabinet 7th April 2009: Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty – Management 
Plans and Funding Arrangements

Cabinet 28th July 2011: Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty – Funding 
Arrangements

Cabinet 27th February 2014: Arnside & Silverdale And North Pennines Areas 
Of Outstanding Natural Beauty – Management Plans

CONSIDERATION BY OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY

Not considered by Overview and Scrutiny.

BACKGROUND PAPERS

No background papers

RESPONSIBLE CABINET MEMBER

John McCreesh: Cabinet Member for Environment

REPORT AUTHOR

Contact: Richard Pearse, Principal Planning Officer: Landscape & Countryside
Richard.pearse@cumbria.gov.uk. 01539 713427
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