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1.  Purpose of this report
This report sets out the process of engagement and consultation used throughout the production of the Kent Downs AONB Management Plan 1st Revision 2009-2014.  The AONB Partnership was committed to ensuring that the views of the community and key stakeholders were incorporated as far as is possible into the review of the AONB Management Plan.

Community and key stakeholder involvement helps to ensure that the plan is sound and creates opportunities for the whole management planning process to be more inclusive. This adds strength to the Plan and weight to the status of the AONB Management Plan in Local Development Frameworks and other local and regional plans and strategies. 

2.  Overview of Consultation Process

The preparation of the first statutory Management Plan (2004-2009) for the Kent Downs followed Management Plan Guidance and supplementary guidance from the Countryside Agency (CA23, November 2001), and consisted of seven stages: public participation and drafting, public consultation, amendments, agreement, adoption, publication and implementation.

The first Management Plan was held up as an exemplar of good practice in relation to the consultation processes undertaken in its formulation.  The revision of this new Plan has followed a more rigorous process which follows the Guidance for the Review of AONB Management Plans (CA 221, 2006) and has included:

· Announcement of intention to review – a formal requirement of the review process.

· Statement of Community and Stakeholder Involvement – establishing how individuals and organisations wish to be involved in the review process.

· Strategic Environmental Assessment and Sustainability Appraisal Scoping study.

· Review of the existing plan – a consultation on the content and priorities of the existing Management Plan.

· Landscape Character Assessment review – a field review of the AONB Landscape Character Areas to help set spatial priorities and to understand areas of opportunity and threat.

· Report and agreement to proceed, following the early consultation agreement from the JAC that it is expedient to review the plan.

· Public and stakeholder engagement in the issues and options – updating the priorities established for the original plan.

· Expert opinion debates – a series of debates with specialist but representative audiences to consider the existing plan and to look at where the changes in priority have occurred, reconfirm the special characteristics of the Kent Downs, consider the issues and threats, the aims and the policies which should be included in the revised plan and to consider alternatives and justify, with evidence, their conclusions.

· Updating the evidence base of the original plan – considering new information, policies and strategies as well as the trends. Reviewing the monitoring indicators set in the original Management Plan.

· Draft review – A draft revised Management Plan was prepared and consulted on widely – consultation was actively promoted. Consultation responses were logged and the Management Plan amended to reflect the comments made. 

· Final Draft – a final draft Plan was circulated only to the JAC partners for final comments and to ensure that previous comments have been properly taken into account.

· Adoption – following confirmation at a JAC this plan has been adopted by the Kent Downs Local Authorities as formulating their policies for the management of the AONB and for carrying out their functions in relation to it.

A Statement of Community and Stakeholder Involvement (SCI) with an accompanying list of audiences and proposed involvement methods was produced and consulted on.  The Statement was then amended following comments received (Annex C) and this formed the basis of the consultation on the Management Plan (Annex D).  Throughout the consultation process judgements had to be made as to what elements were achievable both in terms of financial and staff time constraints, and new opportunities taken where they were felt to represent better value in reaching wider audiences more effectively.  Many press releases were sent out but these weren’t always published in the targeted media, where possible copies of those that were have been collected (Annex K).
At the start of the process considerable work was carried out to check, update and expand the databases that were used throughout the consultation process.
Efforts were made to use a wide variety of techniques to involve wide and varied audiences in the consultation process and to ensure that there was equality in the provision and how it could be accessed.  Free newspapers and simple, accessible questionnaires were used so that the process was not cost prohibitive, not daunting for the public and comments were welcomed verbally, written or via email/website.  Where methods proposed in the SCI were not used and an explanation as to why is included in Annex E.
Contacts and representatives were sought amongst ‘hard to reach’ groups in the pre-consultation phase and they were consulted on the draft SCI and subsequently during the consultation and drafting of the Management Plan, there was some limited feedback from representatives of these groups.
The main approaches to the consultation were – direct written contact, meetings/workshops and the media.
Letters were sent to a comprehensive database at various stages of the process accompanied at times with questionnaires.  Individual emails and circular emails were sent out; this method was also used as a follow up and reminder mechanism.

Regular JAC meetings were held with the Management Plan being an agenda item.  A series of Expert Opinion Debates were held to bring together and encourage debate amongst key and representative interest groups, for more detail see Annex I.  The AONB Unit attended various events to raise the profile of the Management Plan process such as the NFU Why Farming Matters Stand at the Kent Show, Chilham Castle Affiliated One Day event and the Kent Downs Countryside Day, the draft plan was checked from a diversity perspective by Kent County Council.
The media was used extensively to reach as many audiences as possible. High profile coverage was achieved through the Kent on Sunday Media group and in particular through their free Saturday Observer and Kent on Sunday newspapers which featured a questionnaire early in the consultation process.  Of the responses received around 50% were from within the AONB and 50% from outside.  Video clips were featured on Kent TV; features appeared in The Orchid (free) newspaper.  A global email was sent to all KCC staff (44,000) to raise awareness of the Management Plan review process; promotion was also generated through KCC staff payslips.  A radio interview was broadcast on Radio Kent.  Copies of all media coverage are on file and can be viewed at the Kent Downs AONB Unit office.
In 2008 the Kent Downs celebrated its 40th anniversary as an AONB with the promotion of 40 Places – this was a web based promotion with a supporting leaflet and as this raised the profile of the Kent Downs it was also used as an opportunity to generate awareness of the Management Plan Review.
