Awakening Awareness 

Sally Evans talks about the Role of Environmental Interpretation in the Kent Downs
Why do we visit places in the Downs?  How does the place affect us and what impact do we ourselves have on the landscape?

The relationship between people and environment is a complex one.  Indeed, is talk of ‘visiting’ the countryside misleading, as though our lives are fundamentally separate from the world outside?  And when we ‘visit’ a nature reserve, aren’t we encouraged to think of it in isolation, with a notice-board telling us what we will find – like in a museum?  Most of us get outdoors to escape the heady world of information, to seek peace and quiet and a sense of place . .   surely the Kent Downs would be better without panels and signs and constant reminders of ‘civilisation’?

Of course it is because of development that nature has been ‘cordoned off’, hence the need to designate a ‘protected landscape’ like the Kent Downs AONB.  Due to pressures for ‘growth’, we live in an age where there is some lack of understanding of our intimate relationship with the land and wildlife around us.  Furthermore, it’s an unfortunate fact that the Kent Downs suffer heavily from fly-tipping, car-dumping and off-road motorbiking.  Even those of us with good intentions can harm sites that are sensitive ecologically, simply by a lack of awareness. 

This is why environmentalists have tried to reach out to people visiting the countryside:  to raise awareness of its importance, the wildlife it provides sanctuary for and to inspire new and positive understanding . .  so ‘Interpretation’ is still an important and developing area of work.  

Defining interpretation

‘a communication process designed to reveal meanings and relationships of our cultural and natural heritage, to the public, through first hand involvement with objects, artifacts, landscapes or sites’ 

‘the art of helping people explore and appreciate our world’
And developing it is, as many old signs are replaced by an increasingly creative and site-sensitive approach.  The key role that interpretation has is to speak memorably to as many people as it can, and it’s increasingly recognised that text-book style information alone doesn’t reach a wide audience.  

Instead, simpler signs and carvings can be used, using natural materials, maybe in the context of artwork.  Features can be interactive, encouraging people to touch, smell and hear the world around them, learning through all the senses.  Unobtrusive carvings discovered as journeying through a site can help to tell it’s story, rather than lots of forgettable information at the gate.  Nor is interpretation limited to static features: memorable events such as interactive demonstrations, guided walks led by historical characters, and open-air theatre run by local people can be especially thought-provoking.  Nowadays interpretation can even be off-site with websites and virtual tours!  Of course, getting involved is the ultimate way to learn and interpretation can encourage those who want to learn new skills and actively celebrate the land.

Wouldn’t it be great if there were no serious messages?  If interpretive work and mainstream education had already given us a full understanding of our place in the natural world; just leaving the opportunity to express our awe for natural beauty, like the original cave-painters!  In the meantime it’s the job of environmental interpreters to send vital messages about the Downs without threatening their nature and our enjoyment of them as a place to be.

