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Defra and, in 2006-08, delivered through the Defra Rural Social &
Community Programme. Central government funding for this
activity ceased in April 2008 but is to be replaced with private
trust funding in East Kent (including the AONB between Charing/
Challock/Molash and St Margaret’s at Cliffe.) Within Kent a
structure to incorporate actions from Parish Plans into Sustainable
Community Strategies was agreed by the Kent Partnership, Action
with Communities in Rural Kent, Kent Association of Local
Councils and Kent Downs AONB in 2007.

Demand to prepare Village Design Statements is still high within
the AONB and research carried out for the Kent Downs AONB has
shown that Village Design Statements are an effective, although
not infallible tool at influencing planning and development control
decisions at a village level, they also serve to bring communities
together around the issue of good design.

Community responses to climate change are being piloted in
Elham and St Margaret’s at Cliffe in the Kent Low Carbon
Communities project. The lessons from these projects will be
useful to develop and widen community and parish planning
initiatives so that they include ecological footprint measures and
enhanced sustainability.
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. Sustainable rural leisure and tourism

Expressed simply, sustainable tourism can be said to be: tourism
that takes full account of its current and future economic, social
and environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the
industry, and the environment and host communities.

Making Tourism More Sustainable — A Guide for Policy Makers
(p2), UNEP World Tourism Organization, 2005

There is an increasing recognition that the development of a
sustainable leisure and tourism industry is essential to the
economic well being of rural areas. The Foot and Mouth disease
crisis in 2001 and the subsequent spotlight on rural tourism as a
key component of the rural economy have added further to this
view. This is reflected in The Countryside Agency/English Tourism
Council joint strategy 2001-2005, and more recently in the South
East Regional Economic Strategy (RES) which identifies a priority
to ‘Invest in and promote the area’s cultural, heritage and
landscape assets, and develop the visitor economy linked to the
conservation of a high quality environment’. SEEDA RES

Work undertaken by Kent Downs AONB Sustainable Tourism
Project has established that there are over 650 rural tourism and
leisure businesses operating within or immediately adjacent to
the Kent Downs AONB. In addition there are many more
businesses in the urban areas around the AONB that promote and
use the Downs as part of their attraction to visitors.

A visitor survey conducted by the AONB Unit in 2005 confirmed
that the main motivations for visiting the Kent Downs are its
beauty and tranquillity, whilst the main activity undertaken is
walking. Its main strengths were identified as its walking and
cycling opportunities and its proximity to other popular attractions
in Kent. In spite of its strengths, the development of some
carefully selected new products and services were identified that
could potentially enhance the appeal of the Kent Downs, in
particular improved public transport linking railway stations,
attractions and accommodation, and improving the food product.
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A small-scale survey of AONB accommodation businesses in 2002
showed average room occupancy rates of 55 — 60%. This reflects
Kent Tourism’s own research which shows average room
occupancy of 57% for the whole county, higher than the national
average of 46%.

Not surprisingly the Kent Downs receives a greater ratio of
overseas visitors than other AONBs in the south east.

There is an important opportunity to encourage more visitors to
stay in the AONB area to fill empty beds and generate more
income for the local economy provided this is done in a carefully
managed way.

Sustainable tourism is not a discrete or special form of tourism.
Rather, all forms of tourism should strive to be more sustainable.

Making tourism more sustainable is not just about controlling and
managing the negative impacts of the industry. Tourism is in a
very special position to benefit local communities, economically
and socially, and to raise awareness and support for conservation
of the environment. Within the tourism sector, economic
development and environmental protection should not be seen as
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opposing forces—they should be pursued hand in hand as
aspirations that can and should be mutually reinforcing. Policies
and actions must aim to strengthen the benefits and reduce the
costs of tourism.

Making Tourism More Sustainable — A Guide for Policy Makers
(p2), UNEP World Tourism Organization, 2005

. Principles of Sustainable Tourism in the Kent Downs AONB

B Conserve rural landscape and character - the primary
motivating force behind visits to the countryside

B Maximise benefits to the local economy whilst minimising
environmental impact

B Identify, promote and support the local distinctiveness of the
AONB area

B Raise public awareness about the wildlife, culture and history
of the AONB

M Ensure the local tourism industry is at an appropriate scale
and in harmony with the local community and environment

M Support the improvement and development of the local public
transport offering

B Support AONB tourism businesses in developing sustainable
business practice
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VIBRANT COMMUNITIES - MAIN ISSUES AND THREATS IDENTIFIED

The availability of affordable housing, to rent or buy

Social exclusion and deprivation

a

b

A number of areas and wards around and within the AONB are
recognised to have high levels of social deprivation.
Within @ number of rural communities, rural poverty and social
exclusion is ‘hidden’ but is believed to be an issue such as for
some elderly people, ethnic minority groups, migrant workers,
people with disabilities and families on low incomes.

Retaining and improving access to, and provision of, local
services and facilities

C

Decline and loss of commercial services in some parishes
including post offices, village shops, public houses and
garages.

Community facilities, such as schools, libraries and doctors
surgeries, are unevenly available and accessible.

Access to health and social care is an issue in some parishes,
especially for the elderly.

Village school closure threats.

Rapidly changing and lack of consistency in support structures
for community development in rural areas.
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h

Sl

Housing prices, until recently have continued to rise, in some
parts, well above and faster than the national average.
Considerable demand for affordable housing in many parishes
in the AONB.

Creation of ‘hidden’ households

Establishment of second homes is perceived to be a threat to
the vibrancy and life of communities.

Impact of high speed link is uncertain.

Maintaining and diversifying the employment base
m Decline in farming and forestry employment, although both

industries are still important economically in terms of
maintaining the character of the Kent Downs.
Skills gap for some local employers, such as locally based

skilled forestry contractors and business marketing.

Sense of community and belonging

o

The need to attach people to place where an increasing
proportion of the population are not directly involved in the
management of landscape.

The fundamental need to improve community recognition and
value of the special characteristics of the AONB to secure its
future conservation and enhancement

Sustainable leisure and tourism

q

There is an important opportunity to increase the numbers and
income from day and staying visitors in a sustainable way that
brings benefit back to local people and supports the AONB
landscape.

A number of areas within the AONB suffer either from over
capacity or over use, leading to a detrimental impact on both
the landscape and host communities.
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VIBRANT COMMUNITIES - AIMS

A landscape in which:

1 Thriving rural communities understand, recognise and value
the special qualities of the AONB and play an active role in its
conservation and enhancement while reducing their ecological
foot print;

2 A strong and sustainable rural economy supports the special
characteristics of the AONB and is supported by residents and
visitors, who value and use local produce and services;

3 There is well designed, sustainable and affordable housing,
particularly for key workers employed in the land-based
economy and conservation of the AONB’s landscape and its
social and economic vitality;

4 Accessible local services and facilities are available and are
well-used throughout the AONB;
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5 The high quality environment and landscape of the AONB is

seen as an asset to local businesses, which in turn contribute
to the conservation of the landscape through the use of local
sustainable goods and labour;

6 The area is recognised by both local communities and visitors

as a '‘green’ or ‘sustainable tourism’ destination through
achieving Europarc Sustainable Tourism Charter status.

Tourism is in a very special
position to benefit local
communities, economically
and socially
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VIBRANT COMMUNITIES - POLICIES

VC1

vCc2

VvC3

vVC4

VC5

Community initiatives that improve the recognition and
value of the AONB, encourage and maintain the vitality and
diversity of rural community life and which contribute to the
conservation and enhancement of natural beauty while
reducing ecological footprint will be pursued.

Positive and sustainable links between the AONB (landscape,
communities and partnership) and people who live nearby,
particularly people from excluded groups and from
neighbouring deprived areas will be pursued, where they are
developed and maintained in accordance with AONB policies.

Initiatives which are in line with existing policies of the local
planning authority that increase and improve the supply of
housing for

i. those with proven local needs, and

ii. affordable housing for key workers whose activities
directly contribute to the purposes of the AONB designation,
will be supported where it is demonstrated that the
proposals are: of high quality design, limited quantity and
scale and which respects local landscape and built character;
complementary to the particular area in form, setting, scale
and use of materials, use sustainably sourced local materials
and are built to the best current environmental standards.

The retention and development of local services, facilities
and employment opportunities in order to conserve and
enhance the natural beauty of the Kent Downs AONB or
reduce the need to travel by car and maintain viable rural
communities will be supported where they do not conflict
with AONB policies.

Encouragement will be given to businesses and services
which contribute to the vibrancy of communities, conserve
and enhance the natural beauty of the Kent Downs AONB
and contribute to people’s understanding and enjoyment of
the AONB designation.
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VC8 Tourism and

VC6 Provision of skills training and assistance with business

development will be encouraged where these activities
contribute to the viability of communities and meet the
purposes of the AONB.

VC7 The development of sustainable visitor and tourism facilities

will be pursued where they lead to a contribution to the local
economy, meet the purposes and policies of the AONB and
enhance people’s enjoyment and understanding of the
AONB.

leisure businesses in the AONB will be
encouraged to sign up to the Principles of Sustainable
Tourism and to demonstrate their commitment to
sustainability through achieving nationally recognised green
accreditation.
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