GENERAL COUNCIL 2006 KEELE UNIVERSITY
The following report was given to EYDA Area Council meeting, June 2006.

 MOTIONS SUBMITTED:
The following were Policy Motions :

1
National Parks Finance (North Wales Area)  Carried

This GC congratulates Jim Knight, the landscape minister, and Gordon Brown the Chancellor, who have overturned the decision  to freeze the budgets of the national park authorities and increased funding by £3million… We call on the Welsh Assembly to ensure the NPA in Wales are funded adequately.
2 
Rights of Way available by 2015 (Nottinghamshire Area) Remitted
This General Council calls upon the Board of Trustees working in partnership with major agencies and local highway authorities in England and Wales, to establish a commitment that by 2015 all rights of way will be fully available, legally defined and promoted for public use.

(It is accepted that the work of establishing the Lost Ways project will continue alongside until 1st January 2026.)

3
Rural Payments Agency (Shropshire Area) Remitted

This General Council deplores the approach taken by the Rural Payments Agency in its letter of 30.9.05 to all Local Authorities which "invites" them "to consider whether (local authorities) might be willing to assist in these new arrangements" when, clearly, crop obstructions on public rights of way, as the RPA acknowledges, are a major obstacle to access to and enjoyment of the English countryside (especially in the context of the local authorities' responsibilities under the Highways Act 1980) and calls upon the Agency to strengthen its advice to local authorities.

4
Duplication of Volunteer Projects (North East Lancashire Area) Lost

This General Council believes that the “Use Your Paths Challenge” and “Footpath Guardian” projects, whilst admirable in theory, were ill conceived in practice. The resulting influx of problem reports into local highway authorities will be un-coordinated, inconsistent in methodology and duplicated in many instances. This will result in more administration for the highways authorities and so loss of time and money being spent in resolving footpath problems themselves – many of which the authorities will already be aware of. The local RA footpath officers, at both Area and Group level will feel totally undermined as if their efforts and achievements are being totally ignored and undervalued at Central Office. 

We therefore call upon bd. of trustees to ensure that all initiatives should:


Support and build on the work of the existing volunteer structure 



Avoid duplicating local work and arrangements 



Be directed towards National activities such as the extension of “Right to 

Roam” to coasts and rivers, and campaigns on issues such as Green Lanes. 

General Council considers that such campaigns and national representations are the raison d’etre of Central Office and the duplication of work being done by areas and groups is a misuse of RA funds.

5
European Climate Change Programme (Manchester and High Peak Area) Carried
The first 5 years of the European Climate Change Programme (ECCP), which sets out the actions Europe needs to take to implement the Kyoto Protocol, has a serious omission: the Programme has concentrated on technological solutions to the transport emissions problem and failed to include walking and cycling.
GC urges Board of Trustees to  write publicly to Euro Cmn to support and include clear guidance on promoting zero-emissions modes such as walking.
6
Coastline and Riverside Erosion Monitoring (Gloucestershire and Herefordshire Area)
Carried
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1This Council is alarmed at the prospect that climate change will cause greater erosion of coastline and riverside paths due to rising sea levels and more turbulent weather. It calls on the Board of Trustees to campaign for legislation which will require highway authorities to monitor paths at risk, and to take remedial action either to protect paths, or to provide alternative routes.

7
Creation of a Coastline Path (Kent Area) Carried
This General Council proposes that the RA in campaigning for access along the whole coastline in England and Wales should ensure that there is a means of retaining good quality access along the coast when restrictions under the CRoW act are imposed.

8
RA Stationery (Mid Lancashire Area)  Carried
This General Council believes that the Ramblers’ Association letter headed paper should be changed to include reference to the objectives of the Association. Therefore this GC instructs the board of trustees in consultation with constituent parts, Areas, staff and marketing resources (preferably in house)to review, modify and modernise the letter heading and email signatures accordingly.  The proposed wording to be presented to GC2007 for approval.
9
Signposts  (West Riding Area)  Carried

This General Council strongly recommends to DeFRA that all Definitive Rights of Way 
signposts should carry the number of the footpath (as is the case in the Isle of Wight), thus 
making it easier for all walkers to report blockages, obstructions or dangers.
10
Email Addresses (Inner London Area) Carried
This General Council calls upon the Board of Trustees to urge central office to collect and to make the best use of email in communications with members and potential members where this does not prejudice our inclusivity and use disproportionate staff time.
The following were not debated and are remitted:


11
Legal Panel Consultation (Merseyside and West Cheshire Area)

That this General Council urges the Board of Trustees that when the Legal Panel does not believe that an issue raised by an area or group warrants legal assistance, the area or group has an opportunity to discuss the matter further with the Legal Panel, and to assist: that the Legal Panel’s budget is substantially increased.
12 
YHA Closures (Northumbria Area)

This General Council deeply regrets the YHA’s decision to close 32 of its rural youth hostels.
We urge the YHA to continue to seek partnerships with other agencies to maintain its network of rural hostels especially those close to national and other long-distance trails where alternative accommodation is limited.  We shall support the YHA in its efforts to press local authorities and regional development agencies to assist with the necessary investments and by arguing the benefits which youth hostels provide to the rural economy.
This General Council further calls upon the Trustees to encourage the use of Youth Hostels by RA members and to work with the YHA in promoting walking initiatives.

13 
Encouraging Affiliated Clubs (Norfolk Area) 

This Council views with concern the continuing decline in membership of the RA, and the resulting loss of income. As part of a campaign to reverse this process, Council proposes that the Board of Trustees actively promotes affiliated club membership, in order to bring in to the RA a financial contribution from those organisations who benefit from our work, and whose members may in due course be persuaded to become individual members and active supporters of the RA.

There followed a series of  Domestic Motions which sorted out the rules for budgeting and payment of entitlement, and regularised the memorandum and articles.

(ii) Our delegates and visitors attended the following “Big Think” sessions and fringe meetings:

1.  Promoting walking to a wider audience: opportunities and issues
CB noted the following themes which perhaps require initiatives in our Area:

· Encouraging non walkers

· Promoting walking as a means of overcoming mild/moderate depression

· Asking the public what they expect of us in the RA

· Overcoming the prejudice of the outside world that ‘the RA only do long walks in the countryside’.


2. Coastal Access in England and Wales:  (attended by TH and PL)

The RA’s aspirations can be summarised as follows:

· The dedication of a broad band of land parallel with the coast for public access.  This land to be designated as open country  (as defined in Section 3 of CROW Act) and treated in the same way as existing access land to provide a continuous onward route around the coast as close to the sea as possible.

· Creation of an access band of between 20m - 200m width – the increase and decrease in width to be in line with local demands and adaptation to future variations in climate and land use and erosion.  

· The continuous onward route to be supported by adequate access to the coast.

· Coastal access to include full access to beaches.


3.  Empowering ordinary walkers:  the way forward for rights of way? (MD)
The rationalisation of the footpath network was hotly debated – would modernisation be to the advantage of the public or should the RA continue to defend all existing RoW’s?  Are some RA footpath workers too legalistic and antagonistic?

4.  Recruiting new members and keeping them:  (attended by PA)

· The rate of new RA membership and the rate of renewal (nationally) have been slowly decreasing for the past three to four years.   Reasons hard to fathom.

·  Renewal rate is lowest at the end of the first year.  It is important that new members are made to feel welcome by their groups and some personal contact established.

5.  Choices and Trends (attended by CB)
Outdoor recreation is increasingly formalised and regulated.  Alan Kind of the Byways and Bridleways Trust presented a number of situations in outdoor pursuits where an activity has ended in tragedy or legal action.  If you believe him the authorities will increasingly put a stop to the more adventurous (i.e. risky) activities.

6.  Area Boundaries (CB)
Anthony Chadwick contrasted the situation in the south where boundaries between the RA and authorities are fairly closely aligned, compared to the North where they are not.  There is a case for re-drawing RA Area boundaries to match Highway Authority boundaries.

7.  Affiliated Clubs and their role in the RA (CB)
Affiliated clubs pay a single member fee and benefit from the RA insurance public liability policy.  There is some unrest about this situation.

8.  What next for open access? (PL)
The RA held an Access Conference in January to consider what should be the main focus over the next 20 years.  The following three main aspirations were identified:

· Right to roam without maps

· Feeling welcome in the countryside

· An educated, confident, walking public.

A fuller report of the above meetings is available if you have not already received copies by e-mail and will also be posted on the News page on our website: www.eastyorkshireramblers.org.uk.


(iii) Young People’s Groups KG attended meetings.  Some 20’s and 30’s groups have now been running for 8 years so newer groups can benefit from their experience.

(iv) PL concludes:

‘What came out of the Keele experience for me, personally, was a realisation that the world is changing and in a way that should be advantageous to the RA.  The issues of public health and the realisation of the benefits of exercise (and especially walking); the emergence of the ‘environment’ as a serious issue in the political consciousness; the linking of farming practices to environmental factors and away from production for its own sake; all these are ‘big issues’ that accord with our stated long-term aspirations.  We should exploit the opportunities presented to us by these massive shifts in public perception.

The implication for us is that we need to adopt a more subtle approach to campaigning.  Perhaps we need to become less strident and adversarial in our approach – I know it is frustrating but despite the fact that ramblers want to reap the benefits of the RA’s campaign successes, they do not always feel comfortable with the RA’s campaigning image.  Perhaps we should work harder to understand the interests and motives of groups that have historically been antipathetic towards the Ramblers – why, for example, should we not support the farming fraternity in their difficult task of adjusting to the new challenges of the Single Payment Scheme, if this is advantageous to us in the long run?   I am not advocating a policy of ‘going soft’, merely that we develop a broader repertoire of influencing and negotiating skills to meet these new challenges.’

