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	Friends Groups for Local Nature Reserves (LNRs)


Summary

To set up a network of `Friends of LNR’ for each of the Council’s LNRs that provides an opportunity for all residents of East Devon to get involved in a voluntary capacity with the site management and support of their local LNR.  This will enable the Countryside Service to work in an informal but structured way with all its LNR volunteers without the need to set up formal Committee arrangements.  This has already been successfully achieved on Seaton Marshes and Colyford Common LNRs and has proven its value with active involvement in the sites development through practical tasks, wildlife recording and helping to lead site based events.  It is proposed that if the proposal is accepted as Council policy then all existing volunteer arrangements will be brought into line with this approach, the most challenging and urgent requirement is to agree this approach at Trinity Hill LNR (refer to supporting paper).
	Recommendation

That Executive Board agrees to the policy of creating Friends of LNR Groups for all of its Reserves and that it supersedes all existing committee or otherwise arrangements that currently operate. 



a)
Reasons for Recommendation

To enable better co-ordination of volunteer activity on Council LNRs and recognise that with the creation of a Countryside Service there is now dedicated in house expertise to strategically  manage the LNRs.  The role of volunteers including those already engaged in site management can be better organised and utilised by the Service through an agreed structure that is implementable across all Reserves. The current arrangements for voluntary engagement are either ad hoc or a result of circumstances when there was not a dedicated Countryside Service to direct and agree management activities on the Reserves.
b)
Alternative Options

To retain the current arrangements and so lose the opportunity to create an identifiable and structured framework for voluntary engagement on EDDCs LNRs.
c)
Risk Considerations

It has been identified that at Trinity Hill there is opposition to this proposal and local residents who are involved on the current management committee would not continue their involvement with the site if a Friends of Group was set up.
d)
Policy and Budgetary Considerations

The approach being recommended confers with one of the Countryside Service Plan objectives, a policy objective within the recently adopted Local Biodiversity Action Plan and if set up will meet the overarching Corporate priority for Environment to “Take care of and improve the environment”. There are no additional budgetary implications from this proposal.
e)
Date for Review of Decision

N/A
1
Main Body of the Report

1.1 The proposal for the Friends of Group is outlined in the attached paper which sets out the rationale, format and structure for the Groups.  The approach has already been “test bedded” in the two Axe Estuary LNRs and has proved to be successful in terms of numbers and also administration by the Countryside Service.

1.2 Volunteering on all of EDDC’s LNRs is a vital “cog” in their successful operation and through the considerable number of unpaid work days that are given we are able to ensure  sites such as Seaton Marshes can achieve Green Flag status.  However due to the ongoing development of each of the LNRs it has become imperative that an agreed approach and structure is implemented for co-ordinating and administering volunteer activities.  The Friends of LNR approach is a simple yet effective mechanism for achieving that objective.

1.3 The special circumstances that operate at Trinity Hill need to be fully considered as there has been a Management Committee in operation since 1991 to help advise and manage the LNR.  This was done as a result of a lack of a dedicated resource from within EDDC to manage the Reserve and that it was felt appropriate to set up a Committee to enable site management.  
1.4 Also there are specific issues about the management of an access track which affects some local residents which needs dealing with as a separate matter in liaison with Property Services.  Whatever the outcome of the Friends of Group proposal it has been agreed by the Chairman of the Trinity Hill Committee, Cllr Andrew Moulding to formally resolve the Wyke access track issue with those local residents that are affected by its condition.  A meeting will therefore take place with the Head of Property Services to resolve issues of responsibility for the maintenance and upkeep of the track. This will “decouple” the issues of the track from the issues of managing the Reserve for its wildlife value and also people’s enjoyment of it.  
1.5 The work of the Committee has proved invaluable in the early days in establishing the LNR and that is formally recognised. However it is felt that since the creation of the Countryside Service in 2002 there is now the expertise and resource to oversee site management and take responsibility for overall decision making for all seven LNRs. This is more a recognition of the evolution of Council services than a reflection on the involvement of the current Trinity Hill Committee.  The Countryside Service believes that the creation of a Friends of Trinity Hill Group will ensure that local resident engagement will continue on site as well as open it up to other volunteers to get actively involved in a range of site based activities.

1.6 The proposal has been taken to a recent meeting of the Trinity Hill Committee and the minutes of that meeting are attached so that the Executive Board can consider all views on the proposal.  It is fair to say that the majority of the Committee are opposed to the disbanding of their group and would wish it to continue alongside any future Friends of Group.  The Countryside Service believes that this is not practical or workable as it would set up additional administrative responsibilities as well as further confuse who has overall responsibility for the management of the LNR.      
Legal Implications

The Trinity Hill LNR Management Committee was never formally constituted or vested with specific executive powers.  There would therefore be no conflict as a result of the creation of an LNR Friends Group.  Otherwise no legal comments.
Financial Implications

No financial implications included within this report.

Consultation on Reports to the Executive

Not applicable
Background Papers

· Friends Groups for LNRs proposal paper   
· Minutes of Trinity Hill Committee meeting  
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