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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

There is a clear consensus that action is needed to stimulate the development of the economy of Mid
Wales. That consensus includes the need for tourism and recreation to play an important part in the
future economy alongside farming and food, and that they may provide a significant component of
the total.

The Cambrian Mountains, which form the upland backbone of Wales, provide an opportunity
unmatched by other parts of Mid Wales. The region comprises spectacular natural assets but,
compared with the well known destinations of the Brecon Beacons and Ceredigion Coast, hosts
relatively fewer visitors. They therefore offer significant potential for material growth.

To enable that growth whilst also safeguarding the interests of all stakeholders including future
generations, a co-ordinated approach is needed. The different economic sectors — in particular
agriculture, tourism, energy and transport —which may sometimes appear to be in conflict, can instead
contribute towards an agreed long term objective. But this is only likely to come about through
participation in a transparent and collaborative structure which ensures that all participants’ needs
are taken properly into account in shaping and delivering that shared understanding.

In addition, this little-known region would benefit considerably from better recognition outside Mid
Wales.

The resounding success of the existing Welsh Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, operating under a
range of custom management models, demonstrates just how effective the flexible AONB model can
be. The achievements of the Clwydian Range and Dee Valley AONB in leveraging its basic funding to
make a resounding contribution to growth in its local economy have brought it to the point of being
re-designated as a National Park.

The time is now right to give the Cambrian Mountains the same prestige and opportunity to flourish
as an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty in growing the Mid Wales economy.
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THE CASE FOR DESIGNATION

INTRODUCTION: the need for action

The economy of Mid Wales is once again under discussions seeking to devise ways to prevent
further loss of working age people and deterioration in productivity over the coming decades.
There is a clear and recognised need for new policies and funding to stimulate the development
of the economy of Mid Wales. Rural depopulation and falling productivity threaten to bring
permanent changes to the region. Indeed, work to develop and implement a post-Brexit Regional
Economic Framework for Mid and South West Wales was begun under the previous government.!
Similarly, in in May 2020 the Growing Mid Wales Partnership published a Vision for Growing Mid
Wales?. In December 2020 the Growing Mid Wales Board (“GMWB”) was established and funding
was agreed? to implement the Strategic Economic Plans set out in that Vision.

The present GMWB Strategic Economic Plan encompasses the Counties of Powys and Ceredigion
in their entirety, and thus extends considerably beyond the Cambrian Mountains (shown in the
figure below). Nevertheless, it must necessarily address the Cambrian Mountains, as a significant
component of the area of concern and one facing a distinct set of challenges.

2

Figure 1: the Cambrian Mountains

The Cambrian Mountains, spanning the region, are possibly the least developed among the
natural attractions which Mid Wales enjoys. Already they draw increasing numbers of visitors,
particularly as better known areas such as Snowdonia and the Brecon Beacons become more
crowded. The tourism sector represents significant potential for this substantially unspoilt region,
remote from major industrialised centres, with a largely agricultural heritage.

1 Towards a Regional Economic Framework: Stakeholder Engagement and Participation Document Mid & South
West Wales Regional Office 2020

2 AVISION FOR GROWING MID WALES Strategic Economic Plan & Growth Deal Roadmap May 2020

3 The UK and Welsh Governments along with Powys and Ceredigion County Councils signed a Heads of Terms
Agreement agreeing a £110 million Growth Deal.

Elusen Gofrestredg rhif/
Registered charity number 1113037



CAMBRIAN MOUNTAINS SOCIETY PROPOSAL FOR DISCUSSION
CYMDEITHAS MYNYDDOED CAMBRIA CYNNIG | DRAFOD

Branding and promotion are clearly necessary in order to take up this opportunity. But without
careful planning and co-ordination, increasing levels of tourism and other development initiatives
may lead to degradation of the natural landscape and resources which underly the region’s
attractiveness. A coherent management plan is urgently needed, both to

o steward the development of appropriate facilities if the region is to play its part in increasing
tourism throughout Mid Wales, and

e Dbalance the interests of different stakeholders appropriately with the need for conservation,
to the long-term benefit of all.

Shepherding in the Elan Valley Photograph © and courtesy of Sorcha Lewis

OPPORTUNITY: the Cambrian Mountains’ future role in the economy of Mid Wales

In its Vision for Growing Mid Wales, the Growing Mid Wales Partnership recognised the key
importance of tourism in the untapped potential of Mid Wales, citing the fact that 7.25m visitors
are attracted annually to the region’s outstanding natural and cultural landscapes, employing
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23,000 people and worth some £1.08 billion to the local economy. Accordingly, a Strengthened
Tourism Offer is one of the eight Strategic Growth Priorities set. The identified actions* include

“To promote the special outdoor experience Mid Wales has to offer including coastal,
mountaineering and leisure experiences and the development of outdoor leisure
attractions” and

“A strengthened brand/marketing identity for Mid Wales as a destination and the
experience/offer within (that aligns with Visit Wales and Visit Britain) — highlighting the
distinctive opportunities of the region.”

6. It is noteworthy that as at March 2021, the Growing Mid Wales Board is still seeking suitable
projects to implement the identified actions.® Yet considerable work has been done on various
occasions to identify ways of delivering precisely these objectives. For instance, as far back as
2017, areport on expanding the tourism sector in the north west Cambrian Mountains (“the Miller
Report”) commented that “Whilst a good range of agricultural events takes place in the area, there
is less provision in terms of arts, sporting or cultural attractions. Overall, there is the potential to
upgrade and broaden the offer to appeal to a wider market.”® The same report suggested a range
of areas where the visitor experience in the Uplands could be improved, including:

Improved facilities for outdoor adrenalin sports;

Better quality accommodation and customer service;

Access to the countryside and signage/footpaths;

Transport links to build connectivity within the area;

Improved information/interpretation for visitors;

“Surfacing” of natural and cultural assets to provide a more coherent story for the
Uplands.

7. The Cambrian Mountains constitute a significant and distinct component of the “special outdoor
experience” Mid Wales has to offer. Indeed, they were:

the very first area in Wales to be proposed as a National Park, in 19367;

proposed in the 1947 Hobhouse Report as a “Conservation Area” (the majority of which
have subsequently been designated as Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (“AONBs”));
designated as a National Park in the 1970s (though the designation was not confirmed by
the Westminster government);

designated under the Agriculture Act 1986 as one of the first Environmentally Sensitive
Areas (ESAs) in Wales; and

confirmed as a landscape of national importance to the United Kingdom in a detailed
assessment for the Countryside Commission in 1990.8

4 w

What needs to happen” page 29 of the Vision for Growing Mid Wales

5 Agenda reports pack for Growing Mid Wales Board meeting on 11 March 2021, at pp56-61 (Public
Pack)Agenda Document for Bwrdd Tyfu Canolbarth Cymru / Growing Mid Wales Board, 11/03/2021 17:30

(moderngov.co.uk)

5 Miller et al, Pentir Pumlumon Uplands Regeneration Study Final Report July 2017

7 The Land Now and Tomorrow Sir George Stapledon

8 The Cambrian Mountains landscape. A landscape assessment prepared by Land Use Consultants for the
Countryside Commission. CCP 293

Elusen Gofrestredg rhif/
Registered charity number 1113037


https://powys.moderngov.co.uk/documents/g6511/Public%20reports%20pack%2011th-Mar-2021%2017.30%20Bwrdd%20Tyfu%20Canolbarth%20Cymru%20Growing%20Mid%20Wales%20Board.pdf?T=10
https://powys.moderngov.co.uk/documents/g6511/Public%20reports%20pack%2011th-Mar-2021%2017.30%20Bwrdd%20Tyfu%20Canolbarth%20Cymru%20Growing%20Mid%20Wales%20Board.pdf?T=10
https://powys.moderngov.co.uk/documents/g6511/Public%20reports%20pack%2011th-Mar-2021%2017.30%20Bwrdd%20Tyfu%20Canolbarth%20Cymru%20Growing%20Mid%20Wales%20Board.pdf?T=10

CAMBRIAN MOUNTAINS SOCIETY PROPOSAL FOR DISCUSSION
CYMDEITHAS MYNYDDOED CAMBRIA CYNNIG | DRAFOD

8. In 2006, the estimated total income in the Cambrian Mountains from tourism was
£32,600,000.00.° Assuming a conservative annual growth of 3% per annum, this may now be in
the region of £40,000,000." A single town, Llanwrtyd Wells, estimated its pre-Covid annual
income from visitors coming to participate in a range of events to be in the region of £3,000,000. "
Yet outside Mid Wales itself the Cambrian Mountains are surprisingly little known, so that their
potential for generating growth as part of a strengthened tourism offer is material. Unlike the
well known uplands of the Brecon Beacons, which are already becoming over-stretched in meeting
the demands of current visitor numbers,? or any single new visitor attraction,!® the Cambrian
Mountains offer a large scope for additional visitors and a wide range of attractions and activities.
A relatively modest investment in promotion and management, including such straightforward
projects as themed signage, heritage and nature trails, landscape and heritage interpretation and
improved access to landscape, could significantly increase visitor numbers.

9. This could in turn lead to a virtuous circle of private investment to cater to those visitors’ needs,
both as to accommodation, subsistence and experiences — in the form of guided hiking, riding,
mountain biking, canoeing and the like. Catering for such visitors could boost the economies of
towns and villages the length of Mid Wales, providing expanded markets for the small craft centres
and artisanal producers typical of the region. It would help to support a truly living landscape,
rather than transforming tracts of land into monocultural conifer plantations generating relatively

9 Manley, Menter Mynyddoedd Cambrian / The Cambrian Mountains Initiative. Paper presented to the Welsh
Government Rural Development Sub-Committee, November 2009

10 White Consultants Landscape Status for the Cambrian Mountains: a feasibility study, dated September 2019
(published February 2021), at paragraph 2.92. The figure does not represent direct spending but is calculated
using the multiplier effect.

11 Gordon Green of Green Events, personal communication.

12 Natural Resources Wales’ Task & Finish Group Report Green Recovery: Priorities for Action December 2020
13 Such as the potential Welsh Centre for Rural Life posited by the Vision for Growing Mid Wales

6

Elusen Gofrestredg rhif/
Registered charity number 1113037



CAMBRIAN MOUNTAINS SOCIETY PROPOSAL FOR DISCUSSION
CYMDEITHAS MYNYDDOED CAMBRIA CYNNIG | DRAFOD

few jobs, or allowing land simply to be abandoned or increasingly over-dominated by wind farms
as upland farming becomes less economic.

10. The acknowledged plight of upland farmers* is likely to increase post-Brexit with the opening of
the UK’s borders to cheap food products from new trading partners (in particular the USA).»
Increasing the profitability of upland farms through more capital-intensive farming methods —
often favoured by larger farming businesses — is not an option: the difficult terrain and poor soils
are not conducive to forms of production other than low to medium intensity grazing for beef and
sheep rearing (and, in some areas, native ponies). Much of the enclosed land has relatively shallow
soils, less suited to regular cultivation. Combined with a higher annual rainfall and a shorter
growing season than in lowland areas, these factors make upland areas less suitable for intensive
production.’ Consequently, there is a clear need for landholders to increase their focus on land
stewardship and other income-generation including provision of ecosystem services in the
medium term in order for agricultural businesses to survive in the Cambrians.

11. The Cambrian Mountains already deliver substantial ecosystem benefits in the form of
e carbon sequestration in extensive peatlands and blanket bogs, and
e natural flood management through their capacity to hold and delay the release of
enormous quantities of rainwater.

Investment in maintaining and where possible enhancing these services offers an opportunity to
landholders to seek Payment for Ecosystem Services through the Government in Westminster for
the maintenance of the Welsh Uplands in order to enhance carbon capture and storage and
mitigate flood risk in Hereford and Gloucester. Today, Wales’ upland farmers recognise the need
to undertake such activities:

Farming, ecosystem services and diversification

o 89% of the 765 farmers surveyed for the National Farmers’ Union
Cymru report A vision for Welsh upland farming (“the NFU 2020
Report”) believed it was a very (55%) or fairly important (34%) part
of their role to deliver additional environmental benefits;

e 43% of respondents already operated a diversified non-farming
element to their business, of which 43% operated renewable energy
schemes and 42% offered visitor accommodation;

e A substantial number had sought off-farm employment as part of
their preparation for changes to the subsidy system.

14 Many upland farmers’ profits are already dependent upon their support payments from government. In the
National Farmers’ Union Cymru report A vision for Welsh upland farming (NFU 2020) 91% of respondents
identified direct financial support (e.g. BPS) was very or fairly important, just under two thirds identified that
the Glastir programme was very important or fairly important and two thirds identified that grants (such as the
Sustainable Production Grant and Farm Business Grant) were very or fairly important.

15 Welsh Government Consultation Document, Sustainable Farming and Our Land: Proposals to continue and
simplify Agricultural Support for Farmers and the Rural Economy 31 July 2020

16 Natural England Research Report Environmental impacts of land management at paragraphs 8.2-3
September 2009
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Existing pilots such as Montgomeryshire Wildlife Trust’'s Pumlumon Project are already
demonstrating how to use good science and economic analysis to implement large-scale
ecological restoration in a way that brings economic and social as well as environmental benefits.
In its first 10 years it has delivered environmental improvement, engaged the farming community
and valued the “ecosystem services”,” providing a roadmap which could be used to instigate

similar approaches elsewhere.

The Miller Report also recognised the importance to local communities and businesses of
developing the agriculture and food sectors, not least in order to increase the area’s attraction for
visitors. Its Action Plan for the Uplands proposed capacity building through actions to improve the
range and standards of hospitality, through

e more visible use of local food, drink and materials, and
e high quality customer service based on telling the story of the Uplands and its heritage.

In addition, better signage and maintenance of the many public rights of way would enhance their
accessibility and access to visitors, and could provide openings for further income streams for
farmers whose land they cross. Such an approach could help to increase the viability and
profitability of local food and farming businesses — supporting another of the Strategic Growth
Priorities in the Vision for Growing Mid Wales: Agriculture, Food and Drink.

Finally, an increased focus on the amenity value of the uplands would in turn increase the
potential for amenity value in the commercial forestry of the region. In keeping with Natural
Resources Wales’ remit not only to produce timber but also to care for the natural world, water
quality and flow consistency, and landscape as a ‘good’ in and of itself, a proportionate increase
in native broadleaves in the mix of selected plantations could be introduced. By moving from the
current clear felling approach to selective felling, the forestry industry could increase the level of
skilled employment in the surrounding area — contributing to the Vision’s Strategic Growth
Priority of Skills and Employment. Less dense tree planting, allowing light through the canopy to
enable regeneration of other woodland plants — especially in areas designated as Ancient
Woodland, which are likely to respond rapidly to such treatment - could increase the educational
value of the Cambrian Mountains forestry estate, integrating areas into Wales’ new National
Forest and opening opportunities for further facilities such as forest schools & workshops in
addition to interpretative walking and biking trails.

CHALLENGES

As the Vision for Growing Mid Wales acknowledges, a strengthened tourism offer requires
investment in infrastructure to improve visitor access. This need is particularly sensitive as regards
the Cambrian Mountains since they are reached by relatively few roads and most of those are
narrow — but the exceptional tranquillity of the uplands in part results from the absence of heavy
traffic. An increase in visitors without adequate provision both for transport and places to stop
could severely damage the terrain and produce traffic and litter problems instead of positive
visitor experiences. The NFU 2020 Report already identifies increasing concern amongst upland
farmers over the costs and impacts on Welsh farm businesses associated with recreational access,

17 pumlumon Project | Montgomeryshire Wildlife Trust (montwt.co.uk)
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anti-social behaviours and rural crime.® Similarly Natural Resources Wales’ 2020 Task & Finish
Group Report!® comments that “Congestion and parking problems in our National Parks and Areas
of Outstanding Natural Beauty was in evidence before and after lockdown restrictions were in
place. The influx of visitors created significant pressure on local infrastructure with car parks
overwhelmed and illegal parking restricting road access for the local community.”

15. In addition to their special character as a landscape, the Cambrian Mountains have substantial
status in scientific and conservation terms, at Welsh national level as well as UK and even
international level. As a result, a significant number of protected areas fall within the uplands:
Special Areas of Conservation, Special Protection Areas, Special Landscape Areas and Sites of
Special Scientific Interest, as well as part of the UNESCO Dyfi Biosphere. Few of these, however,
have any educational or visitor purpose, nor do they offer coherent protection for the region as a
whole. Rather, they make up a jigsaw of small, unconnected pieces the majority of which are
unmarked and, consequently, unvalued by locals and tourists alike. The key, overarching natural
asset which the Cambrian Mountains landscapes as a whole represent are unprotected and
subject to multiple competing interests. Consequently, the landscape is constantly at risk of
degradation through single focus, short term exploitation and decision making. A fragmented
approach could, within a relatively short time period, undermine the value of Mid Wales’ most
important natural capital for all stakeholders.

16. To realise the potential of the Cambrian Mountains as a positive contributor to the tourism sector
in Mid Wales requires a managed approach to the treatment of the ‘natural wealth’ of the region.
This means the matching of actions across existing administrative boundaries — the absence of
which is an issue widely recognised as presenting difficulties in many sectors.

17. Any additional infrastructure needs to be very carefully planned and coordinated with additional
facilities for visitors such as parking, refreshments and signposting. This represents an opportunity
to develop new sustainable options improving access to the region, tying in with the Vision for
Growing Mid Wales priority of Transport. Provision of sustainable transport options would also
be both functionally useful and an additional marketing angle. For instance:

a. The Gower AONB BayTrans Gower Explorer Bus Public Transport Partnership, which
supports a year round service benefiting locals and visitors, could usefully be studied and
adapted;

b. acoherent necklace of Cambrian Mountains visitor centres could be located on the edge
of the uplands, with improved linkages and transport. These could be the starting point
for provision of electric bikes, electric microcar rentals and/ or a shuttle bus service to key
activity hubs,? to ensure that neither the increased use of the roads nor the centres
themselves have too great an impact on the environment within the Cambrian Mountains
thereby destroying the very asset whose enjoyment they are intended to enhance;

c. re-instituting the Aberystwyth to Carmarthen railway line, via Tregaron and Lampeter, for

18 |t recommends that these be addressed through an enforceable code and investment in appropriate
infrastructure, particularly in ‘honeypot’ areas.

1% Green Recovery: Priorities for Action Report 3 December 2020

20 Miller Report paras 6.2-6.4
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which a feasibility report has already been prepared,?! will if taken forward also greatly
facilitate access to the western edge of the Cambrians.

ANALYSIS and RECOMMENDATION

Methodology

18. A comprehensive analysis of the usefulness of landscape designation in general was undertaken
and set out in the 2009 Report Pathfinder — Testing the Appropriateness of Designation
(“Pathfinder”)* to inform the decision on extending the Clwydian Range AONB to cover the Dee
Valley. More recently, the Cambrian Mountains Initiative have produced a Technical Report®
(“the CMI Report”) examining the current status of the region surrounding and including the
Cambrian Mountains. The CMI Report pulls together relevant data from Natural Resources Wales
(NRW) and other sources, including original research through consultation with some of the
Community Councils and Town Councils of the surrounding districts. This data and insight can
usefully be input into the Pathfinder analysis to draw conclusions specific to the Cambrian
Mountains and surrounding areas.

19. The CMI Report identifies various themes and issues as needing to be addressed, in the case of
the Cambrian Mountains. It acknowledges that AONB designation closely suits those needs.?
Application of the Pathfinder analysis confirms that AONB designation can be both effective and
beneficial in managing, supporting and promoting development of a remote rural area such as the
Cambrian Mountains. Added value is derived not only from direct visitor spending but from raised
levels of inward investment that occur from the recognition of the area as a desirable place to live,
work and visit. Although coming up with a meaningful figure is notoriously difficult, the veracity
of this observation has been amply demonstrated, both at the time and subsequently. The Box
below gives figures in the specific case of the Clwydian Range AONB, on which Pathfinder
focussed.”

21 Mott Macdonald, Aberystwyth to Carmarthen Rail Reinstatement Feasibility Study September 2018.
Executive Summary available at aberystwyth-to-carmarthen-rail-reinstatement-feasibility-study-executive-
summary.pdf (gov.wales).

22 Europarc Consulting. Countryside Commission of Wales Research Contract NW3-054 080 EPG 8 March 2009
23 |andscape Status for the Cambrian Mountains: a feasibility study, White Consultants, dated September 2019
but published only in February 2021.

24 see paragraphs 3.2 of the short-form Proposal for Discussion and Options Analysis p xi. Curiously, the
conclusions actually drawn by CMI from that information and the model subsequently proposed by the CMI for
discussion are not well supported by the observations and data in their report. The CMS’ detailed critique of
the CMI Model is set out in its publication Cambrian Mountains Initiative Proposal for Discussion: Response of
the Cambrian Mountains Society April 2021, attached for reference as Annex B to this document.

25 Figures taken from The Value of AONB Partnerships An independent assessment prepared for AONB
Partnerships Landuse Consultants Ltd July 2013 and the Summary of the Visitor Impacts Assessment
performed by NEF Consulting for the Clwydian Range and Dee Valley AONB, at
https://www.nefconsulting.com/our-work/clients/clwydian-range-and-dee-valley-aonb/
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The economic value of the AONB designation

A study for the Countryside Council of Wales in 2009 into the proposal to extend the
Clwydian Range AONB estimated that the value of the socio-economicimpact on GDP
of the designation and all that is associated with it could be around £10 million to £20
million per annum for an area of 48,584 ha with a population in 2001 of 33,883.

The reality far exceeded this estimate: less than 10 years later, in 2018, six visitor
sites within the Clwydian Range and Dee Valley AONB attracted over 1 million visitors,
£24.1m in direct visitor expenditure, and employment with 449 FTE jobs.

20. Accordingly, at a time when rural livelihoods are more uncertain than ever, increasing the threat
of continued exodus of working age people, designation of these superb uplands as an AONB
managed by a Partnership representing all stakeholders is a practical, relatively low cost and
timely measure which can help to assure the future economic growth and wellbeing of this most
remote region of Mid Wales.

The Cambrian Mountains meet the criteria for AONB designation

21. There is no dispute that the Cambrian Mountains amply meet the statutory criteria for such
designation.?® In order of importance, these criteria are:

a. Quality of landscape, natural beauty, unspoilt or special quality, of national
significance;

b. Extent, in terms of both area and continuity;

¢. Unusual character, in the sense of having unique characteristics.

The ‘special qualities’ referred to are those qualities which set the proposed AONB apart from the
surrounding countryside, giving the area its national significance. Special qualities are usually the
result of a number of landscape features or landscape character areas combining or contrasting
with each other to contribute to a continuous, area-wide and distinctive sense of place. They
include tranquillity, remoteness and a sense of openness/ grandeur/ intimacy.

22. The following brief summary outlines the characteristics by which the Cambrian Mountains fulfil
these criteria. Annex A: Cambrian Mountains Special Qualities sets out more detail.

23. The Cambrian Mountains comprise three blocks of exceptional unspoilt, remote, upland
landscapes. Together, these form an extensive upland plateau cut by deep valleys running east
and west, some forming the headwaters of Wales’s major rivers, such as the Severn/ Hafren, Tywi
and the Wye/ Gwy, as well as feeding into the Dyfi. From any point on the high ground, the visitor
has a sense of a vast, open land stretching away in all directions. The views reach to Snowdonia
in the north, the Brecon Beacons or Black Mountains in the south and east and to the Ceredigion
coast in the west. The valleys are characterised by rushing mountain streams and rivers, with a
number of notable lakes and reservoirs such as the Teifi Pools and Llyn Brianne. The landscapes

26 Set out in section 87 (1), of the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act, 1949.
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support rare and valued habitats and species, and have a coherent character setting them apart
both from the more mountainous north and the undulating lowland areas to the east and west.
As such, the landscapes offer a sense of space and grandeur of the kind which are proven to
positively influence visitors’ mental health and well-being,?” and unparalleled tranquillity.

24. The Cambrian Mountains are also one of the heartlands of Welsh language and culture; the
communities and way of life are bound to land use and management. The area supports ways of
farming that have roots stretching back to the Middle Ages. The remains of past mineral
exploitation are still visible at a few locations. Few roads cross from east to west, and none from
north to south.

25. Taken as a whole, the quality of the Cambrian Mountains’ landscape and cultural coherence easily
hold their own not only with the existing AONBs of Wales but those of England such as the North
Pennines — another example of a region which, despite lacking ‘trophy’ mountain peaks, is
increasingly recognised at a national level as an exemplar of what Protected Landscapes can do
for conservation, local communities and local economies.

27 see for example Tillmann S, Tobin D, Avison W, et al Mental health benefits of interactions with nature in
children and teenagers: a systematic review (J Epidemiol Community Health 2018;72:958-966)
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The AONB model fits the needs of the Cambrian Mountains and its people

An AONB is a designated exceptional landscape whose distinctive character and natural beauty
are precious enough to be safeguarded in the national interest. But they are not “open air
museums”, stifling all change. AONBs are dynamic, living landscapes which can underpin the
economy, health and wellbeing of Wales.

The primary purpose of an AONB is to conserve and enhance natural beauty. This is clearly
fundamental if the participation of the region in growing the tourist sector is to be realised.
However, AONBs also have three subsidiary purposes:

e socio-economic:

‘account should be taken of the needs of agriculture, forestry, other rural industries, and
the economic and social needs of local communities’.

e to have regard to the principles of sustainable development:

‘Particular regard should be paid to promoting sustainable forms of social and economic
development that in themselves conserve and enhance the environment’;

e to have regard to the needs of recreation:

‘the demand for recreation should be met insofar as this is consistent with the conservation

of natural beauty’.?®

Taken together, these purposes precisely address the issues on which curation and management
can help the Cambrian Mountains and its communities contribute positively to the future
prosperity and wellbeing of Mid Wales.

The CMI consultation exercise identified a number of factors of concern to those people of the
Cambrian Mountains who participated. Above all, consultees recognised that the local economy
does need external support but there was confusion about who is doing what and why in the
Cambrian Mountains. One of the key issues identified is the absence of widespread recognition
of the Cambrian Mountains as a coherent region. Local people called for “branding” as a means
of promoting a specific regional identity, both within the area and to the population at large.

There was concern that the policy framework across the Cambrian Mountains is inconsistent in
design and application; that projects come and go with no inherited knowledge or resources; and
that there is both duplication of effort and missing of opportunities. A form of co-ordination and
means of working that can be adapted to meet local needs was looked for, including a body able
to speak for the Cambrian Mountains communities and raise the profile of the area without
degrading its special qualities.?

AONB partnerships have demonstrated the ability to perform these roles.>°

28 \With respect to the third of these, note that although many AONBs are important areas for recreation, AONBs
are not obliged to promote recreation — a significant difference from National Parks.

2% CMI Proposal for Discussion at paragraph 2.7

30 pgthfinder Summary conclusions, at p7
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Establishment of an AONB would have numerous advantages

The legal status and framework for an AONB already exists and is widely understood.3! Such a
designation can therefore be adopted far more quickly and smoothly than an as-yet undefined
model, once political will is established.

The model can be and normally is tailored to reflect the needs and interests of the local
communities. But it avoids any unnecessary increase in bureaucracy since legal powers including
planning remain vested in the current holders (in contrast to the administration of a National
Park).

The flexibility of local governance arrangements for AONBs including community engagement is
an attractive feature of their operation.3? Administration may be through an AONB Unit within a
single Local Authority if the area falls within a unitary authority. Where, as in this instance, more
than one Local Authority is engaged, a Joint Administrative Committee or Partnership can provide
an effective structure for deciding local priorities and co-ordinating shared programmes of action.
The partnership structure has been shown to offer the dual benefits of local accountability
through elected members and access to specialist expertise from officers and local interest
groups. 3 Participation by stakeholder representatives such as the farming unions and major
charities such as the National Trust Cymru, alongside the relevant County Councils and Natural
Resources Wales, can ensure that the full range of views and options are taken into account.

31 A summary of the characteristics of an AONB is set out in Annex B to this document. The 2009 Pathfinder
report to the Countryside Commission for Wales includes in depth analysis of the performance of the
designation of landscapes in the United Kingdom.

32 pathfinder p25. See also the discussion of for instance the Shropshire Hills AONB Partnership, Ynys Mon and
the North Pennines AONB on p21.

33 The Value of AONB Partnerships An independent assessment prepared for AONB Partnerships Landuse
Consultants Ltd July 2013
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Specialist local educational and advisory bodies such as PONT (Pori Natur a Threftadaeth®* and
the Nature Friendly Farming Network3 can provide input through an AONB at regional level to
assist local landholders with the integration of conservation, ecosystem services (such as peatland
and flood management) and the communication of how farming contributes positively to these
issues.

An AONB partnership can provide a corporate management approach, a sense of inspiration for
others and clear leadership for the area, while ensuring that the appropriate systems and
processes are in place for coherent direction, effective governance, efficient administration and
collaborative management of the AONB.3®

Strategic partners in existing AONBs recognise a significant secondary added value from
designation in terms of the leverage it offers them to tackle social and economic issues in an
environmentally-led way.% This amounts to a significant market advantage for those areas,
offering a clear opportunity to grow “green jobs” and a sustainable economy.

The Joint Advisory Committee of an AONB can provide clear information to decision-makers
enabling them to fulfil their roles in setting strategic direction, implementing good practices and
maintaining effective stakeholder relationships. By working directly with planners in all
participating Local Authorities and at national level as appropriate, AONB management can
minimise the risk of unilateral action on one part damaging the interests of others.

Funding is shared between local and national government according to a well-established
(statutory) formula, enabling longer term planning and eliminating the risk that changing short
term priorities may cause a project to be derailed before implementation is complete. In addition,
a key feature of the partnerships created by existing AONBs has been the diversity of stakeholders
and agencies and the integration of purposes achieved.

A very tangible measure of AONBs’ effectiveness at integration has been their success in winning
external funding.3® For instance the landscape approach to ecological restoration has been
adopted by many AONB Partnerships. Several, such as the Clwydian Range and Dee Valley and the
Shropshire Hills AONBs, have used the Heritage Lottery Fund’s Landscape Partnership programme
to effect significant investment in land management.

External funding

In 2012/13, the Clwydian Range and Dee Valley AONB Partnership used its £110,000
of core funding from the Countryside Council for Wales and £80,000 Sustainable
Development Fund from Welsh Government to acquire a total budget spend of
£1.12 million, providing a gearing of central government funding of 5.9 times.

34 www.pontcymru.org

35 https://www.nffn.org.uk/steering-group-wales/

36 pathfinder report p45
37 pathfinder report p3
38 pathfinder report p3; and see also recent recognition of the economic success of the Clwydian Hills AONB.
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AONB Partnerships can positively influence the small business sector in their areas. Some AONB
Partnerships become well networked with local businesses, for instance through engagement
with local Chambers of Commerce. The Forest of Bowland AONB Partnership has developed a
Sustainable Tourism Network of 120 members, leading to the formation of Bowland Experience
Ltd which provides business-to-business support for tourism development. In Wales, the Clwydian
Range and Dee Valley AONB Partnership has established a Sustainable Tourism Business Group.
An initiative of this kind by a Cambrian Mountains AONB in collaboration with Chambers Wales
could catalyse and support the growth of high quality local tourist businesses and networks.

The Vision for Growing Mid Wales identified the need for branding and marketing identity for Mid
Wales. The CMI Report likewise found that an important requirement for acceptance among local
communities was strong branding which could help raise the recognition of the Cambrian
Mountains — a factor of considerable interest in particular to the two dominant (and related)
industries in the area, farming and tourism. AONB status is well recognised and understood in
Wales and the United Kingdom as the hallmark of the exceptional and distinctive character of a
region. The AONB partnership can be very effective in establishing and communicating an
understandable vision, sense of purpose and direction for the stewardship of the area. It is a self-
explanatory ‘brand’ for the purpose of promotion of the region, and its offerings in terms of
products and services, to national and international markets and tourists.®

The region to be covered by the designation can be readily defined by reference to either the 1972
proposal for the creation of a Cambrian Mountains National Park, as shown on the map at Annex
C or the substantially similar NRW National Landscape Character Area 21.

Summary

AONB designation will help local communities and businesses to capitalise on the Cambrian
Mountains’ manifest strengths:

e a high-quality environment;

e a high quality of life;

e rich cultural traditions;

e extensive use of the Welsh language;

e provision of valuable natural goods and services;

e a very high level of tranquillity and feeling of wildness;

e dark night skies;

e the most important areas of hill land for nature conservation in Wales;
e a substantial number of features of historic and cultural interest;

e extensive recreational and tourism opportunities.

Indeed, the ‘branding’ element of an AONB designation would also contribute positively to the
Vision for Growing Mid Wales Strategic Growth Priority: Agriculture, Food and Drink. The UK now
has its own system for protection of local food products, as Protected Designations of Origin,
Protected Geographical Indications and Traditional Speciality Guaranteed. Identification of the

39 pathfinder report p22
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Cambrian Mountains as a ‘brand’ associated with high quality agricultural produce would support
local producers in applying for, promoting and exploiting such designations.

45. Such branding could also help to attract a diversity of small businesses to take advantage of the
high broadband speeds which a number of the adjacent communities benefit from and bring new
skills and employment opportunities to the region.

The Cambrian Mountains
Designation as an AONB and strong branding of the area
will lead to:

Increased tourism
opportunities leading to:

More business for towns
surrounding the Cambrian
Mountains—hospi

Conservation and

enhancement of the
area, for the benefit
local communit
businesses

More business for Landowners
5
and farmers
. Py . /
diversifying in
accommodation

Marketing opportunities for
food producers to promote
their products local
nation/a,l

shopping

SR/

Everybody benefits!

46. The requirement to adopt and review an AONB management plan following full public
consultation, if handled well, is a key advantage of designation. Management under a long term
AONB Management Plan could address many of the region’s identified weaknesses:

e lack of integration and co-ordination;

e reliance on short-term external funding, including the need for agricultural support
payments to maintain farms;

e lack of investment;

e poor infrastructure network;

e difficult access to markets and services; and

e lack of recreational infrastructure.

47. Further, the 5-yearly review of AONB Management Plans builds in flexibility to adapt as the
economic and, indeed, climate conditions evolve.

48. Finally, establishment and implementation of a suitable management plan under an AONB
framework could assist in alleviating (if not eliminating) many of the threats which are known to
hang over this poorly served region:
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o |ow profitability of agricultural and tourist businesses, leading to uncertainty about
the future;

e changing land management policies;

e shrinking farm population;

e |oss of young people diminishing both the scale of the workforce and, within the
workforce, the ability, drive and enthusiasm to deliver new projects;

e |oss of traditional skills;

e climate change; and

e arrival of new pathogens and diseases.

49. Notably, the authors of the Pathfinder report commented that the stakeholders they had
consulted could not envisage this package of benefits being delivered without the driver of
AONB designation.*°

TIMING: The time for establishing an AONB is now right

50. AONB designation is now more appropriate than ever before since the majority of the concerned
parties — governmental and local authority — have already agreed both a substantial level of
coordination for the purpose of delivering the Vision for Growing Mid-Wales and the need for a
Strengthened Tourism Offer. Local support for some form of regional identity and branding has
grown significantly, and local businesses and communities recognise the need to adapt and
develop in order to survive.

51. A Joint Advisory Committee or AONB Partnership for a Cambrian Mountains AONB, comprising
the three Local Authorities (Powys, Ceredigion and Carmarthen) along with representatives of
Natural Resources Wales, the National Trust, farming unions, Town and Community Councils and
other stakeholders, would be a suitable, flexible and effective body to function alongside and in
collaboration with the new Growing Mid Wales Board to oversee both the protection and the
development and exploitation of the Cambrian Mountains.

CONCLUSIONS

52. Applying the Pathfinder analysis to the data set out in the CMI report shows that designation of
the Cambrian Mountains as an AONB would contribute materially to the delivery of the
objectives of the Vision for Growing Mid Wales. This can be achieved without significant delay
through collaboration between Natural Resources Wales and the County Councils of
Carmarthenshire, Ceredigion and Powys — backed by the Growing Mid-Wales Board - to propose
establishment of an AONB to the incoming Welsh Government. Once designation has been
approved, teamwork between the AONB Partnership and the already-established, funded and
experienced Growing Mid-Wales Board will ensure that the region’s growing value is thoroughly
integrated into the evolving economy of Mid-Wales.

40 pathfinder report p3.
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ANNEX A: SPECIAL QUALITIES OF THE CAMBRIAN MOUNTAINS

Document supplied separately
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ANNEX B: CRITIQUE OF THE CAMBRIAN MOUNTAINS INITIATIVE PROPOSAL FOR DISCUSSION

Document supplied separately
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ANNEX C: MAPS

(a) THE PROPOSED CAMBRIAN MOUNTAINS NATIONAL PARK
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(b) NATURAL RESOURCES WALES’ NATIONAL LANDSCAPE CHARACTER AREA 21
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