Friends Groups for Local Nature Reserves

A Proposal for improved Community Engagement at EDDC’s Local Nature Reserves
Rationale for Proposal

As work to improve the facilities and public profile of the Council’s seven Local Nature Reserves continues, the level of community engagement at each site is increasing.  In order to fully realise the benefits, both to the Council and to local residents, of such community engagement it is proposed that the Countryside Service implements a scheme whereby each LNR has a local ‘friends’ group.

The proposed groups will follow the basic format already in place at the two LNRs on the Axe Estuary, Colyford Common and Seaton Marshes.

The purpose of these groups is to provide a conduit for volunteer involvement at the Council’s LNRs and to give locals a sense of ownership over the work agreed through the Management Plans for each of the nature reserves.

It is proposed that groups are formed at each of the seven LNRs in the District, although where sites are very close to each other such as at Exmouth and on the Axe estuary, one group will be organised for both sites.  Furthermore, at Holyford Woods where the LNR is managed not by EDDC but by the Holyford Woodland Trust, a friends group is effectively already in place.

The formation of new groups will take time to organise and the ongoing management of the system will take a significant amount of officer time.  Nevertheless, the benefits of such a scheme are such that this effort will be fully justified.

Local Nature Reserve Friends Group – Basic Format

Each Friends Group will comprise the following:

· A list of names and contacts will be maintained for each LNR

· Notices will be permanently placed on each LNR inviting visitors to contact the Countryside Service if they wish to join the group

· Further local publicity will be carried out In order to gather enough names to launch new groups

· An annual meeting will be convened for each friends group in order to keep friends up to date with developments at their LNR(s) and to invite feedback or discussion of any specific issues.

· An annual “friends” field meeting will be held at each LNR in order to discuss site-specific issues and to give friends an insight into the management of the Reserve.  Alternatively these meetings might be used to give friends training in areas of wildlife knowledge relevant to each particular site

Friends Groups will not include the following:

· Volunteer Job descriptions.  The level of input from and the type of work carried out by each friend will differ according to individual preferences.  Volunteers will not be expected to fulfil any particular function – rather they will be invited to contribute in whatever way they can.

· Minimum level of involvement.  There is no minimum level of input required from each friend.  Some people prefer to feel involved simply by receiving any occasional correspondence relating to the friends group, while others are looking for something to do several days per week.  The proposed scheme can accommodate both extremes and everythng in between.

· Formal committee structure.  There is no need for formal committee structures within the working of the Friends Groups.  The administration of each group will be managed by the Countryside Service and Friends will all have direct access to Countryside staff in order to make suggestions or voice concerns.

· Junior members.  For insurance reasons and the need to follow strict health and safety procedures, there will be no junior branch of the Friends Groups.  Younger volunteers will be directed to the existing Junior Rangers Scheme organised across the district by the Education Ranger.

The level of input or involvement from each friend will vary greatly according to individual preferences.  The following are areas of work that friends might wish to help with:

· Site wardening.  This entails reporting any problems or occurrences which, in the absence of site based-staff, might otherwise go unnoticed.  Wardening can also include helping visitors to get the most from their visit by giving directions to specific features.

· Helping with specific events.  The Countryside Service organises a series of events throughout the year, many of which are held at Local Nature Reserves.  Friends can help with these events in a variety of ways.  For example at recent events, friends have been on hand to point out any wildlife in view, to help give out leaflets to visitors, to help with arrangements for parking and to assist with setting up and dismantling displays.

· Practical tasks.  While management work varies between sites with some tasks not lending themselves to volunteer input, there are a number of tasks on the Council’s nature reserves which volunteers can help with.  Where appropriate tasks are identified, volunteers from the friends groups under the supervision of a member of staff from the countryside team can make a real difference to the successful implementation of nature reserve management plans.

· Monitoring work.  Individual friends with wildlife identification skills can help to further the ongoing monitoring at the Council’s LNRs by sending in any records they may collect.  At some LNRs, friends are already involved in the day to day recording of birds while at others individual volunteers have compiled lists of various flora and fauna, all of which are welcome additions to our knowledge of these sites.

Trinity Hill Local Nature Reserve

While the Countryside Service wishes to pursue the introduction of a Friends Group for each of the Council’s Nature Reserves, it must be recognised that, at one of the reserves, this will supersede an existing arrangement.

Trinity Hill is the oldest of East Devon’s LNRs, having been declared in December 1990.  At the time of the declaration the Council lacked both the expertise and the structures needed to run a nature reserve.  In order to overcome this issue a nature reserve management committee was formed.  The committee included representatives from all interested parties such as voluntary conservation organisations, English Nature, local naturalists, Parish Councils, regular users of the site and neighbouring landowners.

This committee, supported by the then Council’s Rural Affairs Officer was responsible for the initial establishment of the nature reserve at Trinity Hill and its subsequent management.

With the creation of further Local Nature Reserves and an increasing desire on the part of the Council’s to pursue more countryside related work, the Council has acquired increasing expertise in this field, culminating in the creation of the Countryside Service late in 2002.

As a result Trinity Hill remained the only one of the Council’s LNRs to have a management committee along the lines described above.  At the Exmouth LNR a different committee is in place which brings together all the commercial and leisure interests which exert pressure on this huge estuarine site.  Management of Holyford Woods LNR is devolved to the lessee, the Holyford Woodland Trust and at Fire Beacon Hill to the owners, Sidmouth Town Council.

The Council now has developed a corporate framework for managing its natural environment and the Countryside Service has an adopted Service Plan which covers the priorities, actions and resource issues for all its work, including LNRs.  The focus for the Service is to provide a high quality experience on its sites for all residents of the district and to provide a district-wide schools and events programme that encourages greater understanding of the natural environment.  This has meant a need to upgrade on site interpretation, refresh the events programme and link local schools to their local LNRs.   The Council manages all of its LNRs for all of its local residents across the district and also for the visitors who are attracted to its outstanding wildlife and landscape. 

It is now time that Trinity Hill benefits from this evolving approach, as have other LNRs, so that we can physically show the added value LNRs can bring to local people.  The creation of a Friends Group, which will supersede the existing committee framework, is the next step in achieving this goal as it has been on the other LNRs.  This Group is open to all those who have been involved on the Management Committee and we would welcome their continued participation to champion the special qualities of this Nature Reserve.  The new Group can play a really active part in the multitude of beneficial activities, events, practical tasks for the site that will benefit the local wildlife.  The day to day management will continue overseen by the Nature Reserves Officer with assistance from the Education Ranger and Countryside Ranger to ensure that the Council’s corporate objectives for the environment are achieved and resources are continually secured for the health and well being of Trinity Hill.  
It is imperative that we now move the community engagement for all of the District’s LNRs forward under one approach so that the Countryside Service is able to support each Friends of Group effectively and successfully.  There is an ambitious programme of events, educational links and externally funded programmes to be implemented across the Nature Reserves. This we recognise has and will increasingly benefit from the continued excellent support and help from its committed “band” of volunteers, therefore the ‘Friends of’ groups is an important next step.
Next Steps

We are proposing to take forward this proposal to EDDC’s Executive Board in December to formally ratify as Council policy for the participation of volunteers on the Council’s seven Local Nature Reserves.  Regarding Trinity Hill we wish to seek views from the Trinity Hill Committee on the proposal before it goes to EDDC’s Committee due to the special nature of circumstances at the LNR. 

