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Dedham Vale Visitor Management Group

Sustainable Tourism Action Plan 2006 - 2009

1. Background to Group

The Dedham Vale is designated an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). ‘Constable Country’, its popularly given name, lies within the Dedham Vale, is a relatively small area on the Essex / Suffolk border which has been made famous by the 19th century artist John Constable.

In December 1997, the Dedham Vale & Stour Valley Countryside Project (DVSVP) began to look at bringing together all the authorities which have an interest in tourism in the area.  Following a consultant’s report, the group, comprising the National Trust,  Babergh District Council, Colchester Borough Council, Suffolk County Council, Essex County Council and the East of England Tourist Board as well as the Dedham Vale & Stour Valley Countryside Project, highlighted some immediate work which could take place during the 1998 season.  This consisted of collecting information to discover the nature and impact of tourism in Constable Country from those who were most affected by it - local businesses, local residents and Tourist Information Centre staff and the visitors themselves.   From this information a Sustainable Tourism Action Plan was developed which covered the period 1999 – 2003 and the plan was updated further to cover the period 2004-2007.  A copy of this plan, and actions taken is available on the DVSVP website. www.dedhamvalestourvalley.org.  In 2004, it was agreed that the Visitor Management Group would extend its remit to the whole AONB, and be known as the Dedham Vale Visitor Management Group, and would also be constituted as a Working Group reporting to the Dedham Vale and Stour Valley Joint Advisory Committee.

2. Current Situation

This Action Plan was updated in 2006. The Dedham Vale Visitor Management Group continues to meet biannually and operates as a Working Group reporting to the Dedham Vale and Stour Valley Joint Advisory Committee.

3. Membership

Currently the group comprises the following:-
Elli Constantatou, Tourism & Marketing Co-ordinator, Essex Development & Regeneration Agency 

Karen Turnbull, Leisure Marketing and Tourism Officer, Colchester Borough Council

Karina Coghlin, Tourism and Arts Manager, Babergh District Council

Linda Smart, Transport Development Manager – Passenger Transport, Essex County Council 

Lynsey Dawson, Tourism Officer, Tendring District Council 

Scott Dolling, Suffolk Tourism Partnership

Martin Atkinson, Property Manager for Essex and South Suffolk, National Trust

Katherine Blake, Project Manager, DVSVP

Paula Booth, Tourism and Transport Officer, DVSVP

Edward Jackson, Head of Centre, Flatford Mill Field Studies Centre

Rick Vonk, RSPB Stour Estuary Reserves Manager 

East of England Tourist Board

A wider group of stakeholders will be consulted on, and regularly informed of the work of the group.  This will include parish councils, businesses, community and interest groups, other local authority and government bodies.

4. Area covered.

For the purposes of this plan we will cover the whole area designated as an AONB, which includes ‘Constable Country’.  Constable Country covers the villages of Dedham, East Bergholt and Flatford.  These are the villages with the strongest Constable connections and therefore where most of the visitor management issues arise.

5. Role of the Group

· Focus on visitor management issues for this protected/designated area.

· To work in partnership with organisations and individuals in the AONB and to provide advice on sustainable tourism principles for the benefit of both visitors and residents.  

· Provide high quality services to visitors to the AONB developed through market research, customer feedback and investing in customer care.

· Co-ordinate and communicate information between the DVVMG and the stakeholders in the area, through letters, newsletters, and presentations where necessary.

· Develop and promote tourism opportunities that meet sustainable objectives.  Work with developers of new tourism initiatives, to ensure the project meets sustainable objectives.  This will be carried out in an objective way.

6. Definition of Sustainable Tourism

The definition of sustainable tourism is to balance the needs of the:

· Community - ensuring that a sense of community identity is maintained rather than overwhelmed by tourism

· Environment - ensuring that the essential elements of what visitors come to see are preserved.

· Economy - ensuring that local businesses (including those which do not depend on tourism) and are not disadvantaged by tourism. 

Ultimately, this means balancing the impact of tourism so that these essential elements are there for future generations to enjoy, and maximising the benefits of tourism for supporting local businesses and local employment. The broad principle of sustainable tourism is to manage the relationship between tourism and the environment so that it does not damage the resource, prejudice its future enjoyment or bring unacceptable impacts.  It is this principle which underpins this plan and which can be applied to the whole AONB. 

This approach involves making choices.  The Dedham Vale AONB will continue to attract visitors because of its associations with Constable and other Artists, and because of its beautiful landscape.  However, what we are aiming to do with this plan is to manage the impact visitors, and tourism generally, have on the three elements above.  In an attempt to manage tourism and achieve a balance it is inevitable that all parties will need to work together, to try and maximise the benefits and minimise the impact. 
The DVVMG also endorses the ‘Principles for Tourism in National Parks, and AONB’s’, which the Countryside Agency produced in Draft form in April 2004.

7. Ways of Working

The Dedham Vale Visitor Management Group is using the following model when working with the various local communities:

Stage one : aims to engage the local communities so that they are aware of the issues.

Stage two: aims to embrace the different community interests so that a balance between them is achieved.

Stage three: aims to facilitate these interests and develop mutually agreed actions.

Stage four: aims to sustain the work undertaken as part of the Dedham Vale Sustainable Tourism Action Plan 2004.

8. Main Principles Underpinning our Work

The main principles have been set along broad lines and all the actions within the Action Plan aim to fulfil one or more of these Principles.  They are as follows:-

A
Targeting Key Visitor Groups - this will sustain the areas environment, sense of community, and its economy, by developing services geared to visitors using sustainable means, those taking short breaks and visiting at off peak times.  Opportunities to improve access to the area for quiet informal recreation; i.e. walking/riding/cycling should be pursued.

B
Provide Effective Information and Communication -  ensure information provided is co-ordinated, appropriate and effective both to manage visitors and to enable them to get the best out of their visit, promoting both the sustainable tourism message, and the special qualities of the area. The same approach should be adopted for all media enquiries, and for publicising and promoting the area.  We will communicate and consult with all stakeholder groups to ensure the benefits of tourism are known, and tourism issues are appreciated.  Promote our own, and seek examples of good practice.

C
Address Visitor Related Traffic/Transport Issues - work with all relevant parties to develop sustainable ways for visitors to travel to/from and around the area, and work proactively to reduce the impact visitors have on the area.  Make links with other rural traffic work.

D
Continuously obtain Visitor Data - use all available data sources, to create and co-ordinate information which can be used for comparisons, monitoring and review, and support applications for new projects.  Ensure this information is readily available to all interested parties.  

E
Encourage Quality Services – Encourage accreditation schemes, and improvements to facilities to increase accessibility to all visitor groups.

9. Explanation of the Following Plan

This plan has been split into actions, priorities and responsibilities.  An explanation of each of these aspects, as applied in the plan is as follows:

Actions:

These are specific actions which are both realistic and achievable to undertake within a reasonable period of time which will vary according to the priority set.
Priorities:

These explain the order in which the actions will be undertaken and are defined as follows:

· Priority A actions are those which meet major needs where:

- the benefits far outweigh the costs 

- immediate action is needed to take advantage of opportunities or fill a gap in current provision

· Priority B actions are those which meet specific needs and where:

- the benefits outweigh the costs (to a lesser extent than A priorities)

- actions could be pursued as soon as there are resources available

- but which should not be allowed to disadvantage or restrict the implementation of A priorities.

· Priority C actions which meet identified needs but which cannot be ranked as higher priority due to them having a relatively high cost for a relatively low benefit and which should not be allowed to disadvantage or restrict the implementation of priority A and B actions.

Responsibilities:

Responsibilities explains the degree of assistance which will be required to undertake the action and are defined as:

· 1 - 
Responsibilities which can be undertaken within the group.

· 2 - 
Responsibilities which will  need external resources or financial assistance.

· 3 - 
Responsibilities which need to be undertaken by another body or bodies, but which the Dedham Vale Visitor Management Group




can work with to influence.

DEDHAM VALE SUSTAINABLE TOURISM ACTION PLAN 2006 -2009

 Responsibilities & Progress
Principle
Action
Priority
Responsibility
Organisation Responsible
Details of Actions
Action for 2006 onwards

A
1. Promote Cycling and Walking in the Dedham Vale
A

B

B 

A 
1 & 3

1, 2 & 3

1 & 3

1
DVVMG

DVVMG

DVSVP

DVSVP
· Develop themed, innovative Guided Tours for villages, areas.
· Support Cycle Hire Projects

· Support Quiet Lanes initiatives

· Promote ‘Carefree’ itineraries
· Investigate pilot project to operate guided tours in Dedham (propose  spring 2007 launch) 

· Investigate feasibility of improving cycling infrastructure in the Dedham Vale to ensure that any cycle hire project launched in the future would be successful. Also, approach accommodation providers and offer support to set up small-scale cycle hire.

· Continue to liaise with ECC/SCC re: Quiet Lanes Pilot to assess whether routes within the Stour Valley could be included in future schemes.

· Itineraries distributed to participating tourism related businesses.  Success or otherwise to be monitored early 2007. Information to be updated regularly.


2. Encourage visitors to Constable Country during shoulder season
A
3
DVVMG
· All partners to promote message.
· Message included in KIS Leaflet and within  Familiarisation Day training.  Guided Tours could stretch into shoulder season.  


3. Support shop local campaigns and related initiatives aimed at residents of and visitors to the Dedham Vale.
C

A

B
3

1

2
DVVMG

DVSVP

DVVMG
· Message included in KIS media enquiries

· Promote local produce to accommodation providers and other local businesses.

· Investigate holding a ‘meet the producers’ event in the AONB 
· Ongoing distribution of KIS leaflets

· Research & update DVSVP website with more info. re: local producers and promote this to accommodation providers/other local businesses.

· Liaise with Tastes of Anglia and possibly arrange an event in partnership with them.


4. Explore any potential uses for Visitor Payback initiatives.
C
3
DVVMG
· Review pilots in region, and lessons learnt

· Consider these in the context of the DV
· Liaise with the SC&H Unit – meeting required with DVSVP & SC&H to discuss in detail.

B
1.Review all forms of interpretation regularly to ensure they are accurate, up to date, and where appropriate well maintained. 
A
1
DVVMG
· Review existing interpretation boards to ensure up-to-date.

· Establish cleaning schedule for interpretation boards. 

· Keep it Special Leaflet reviewed/reprinted Jan 04

· New board at Manningtree required
· Anticipated that replacements will be required in 2007/8.

· Cleaning schedule in place.

· Plan for next review  - existing supply likely to run out mid-season 2007 & consider whether this should be an AONB wide publication.

· Aim to have board completed for spring 2007.


2. Consider innovative/alternative forms of interpretation, particularly those using Art initiatives.
C

B


2 & 3

2 & 3
DVSVP


· To be considered in conjunction with DVSVP HLF Project  - interpretation will be a part of this.  

· CBC pursuing ‘Creative Conveniences’ project – aim to include Dedham WCs.

· Investigate new forms of interpretation and a consistent approach between partners within the AONB. 
· DVSVP HLF planning bid successful – research now underway by consultants

· Support CBC in their proposals 

· Potential with HLF


3. Promote and distribute Keep it Special literature in appropriate way
A

A

A


1

1

1
DVVMG

DVSVP

DVSVP


· Distribute to TIC’s and VMG partners as requested.

· Mailed to businesses participating in itineraries project – promoted availability of KIS and other publications.

· Investigate promotion of KIS though website links
· Ongoing distribution of KIS leaflet

· KIS link now available through EETB website, EXDRA website.  Investigate other websites.


4. Provide ongoing Familiarisation Training Days as required for TICs, Frontline Operators, Blue Badge Guides, Coach Operators, etc.
A
1
DVVMG
· Familiarisation Training Days to be held once a year or more if there is demand.

· Identify any other opportunities for familiarisation training
· Familiarisation day to be offered at the end of March/beginning April 2007.

· Dedham Tours project will require element of training – Nov 2006.


5. Improve the availability and linkage of information through DVSVP website, ensuring it is downloadable by all.
A
1
DVSVP

& VMG
· Manage the DVSVP website as the main visitor information site for the area.  


· Continue to add to and improve the content on the DVSVP visitor information pages.  Investigate appropriate links with partner websites.




6. Manage media opportunities to promote the sustainable tourism messages.  Ensure the work of the group is well publicised.


A
1
DVVMG
· Photo library established on www.visitcolchester.com

· Update/add photos where necessary and ensure key sustainable tourism messages accompany responses to media enquiries.


7. Establish links with the Suffolk Tourism Partnership and Haven Gateway Partnership, to aid effective communication on issues facing Constable Country
A
1
DVSVP
· Continue to liaise with the STP and contribute to the development of sustainable tourism policies and projects in Suffolk.

· KT continues to liaise with Haven Gateway Partnership.
· Ensure that the AONB is represented in policies developed by other agencies.

· KT to provide updates at VMG as appropriate re: Haven Gateway and issues relevant to the Dedham Vale.


8. Ensure stakeholder mailing list covers all interested parties in the Dedham Vale, and that they are regularly involved/consulted/informed/updated on work of the group.
A
1
DVSVP

& VMG
· List of all businesses compiled.  

· Investigate production of a newsletter-updating stakeholders on the achievements of the VMG.
· Update list regularly and inform stakeholders of all relevant projects as appropriate.


9. Promote understanding of tourism to the communities – using traditional and innovative methods
A
1
DVVMG
· Consider how this could fit in with DVSVP HLF project and associated public consultations.
· Liaise with HLF Project Manager to see whether this fits with the wider public consultation exercise.

C
1. Develop sustainable transport initiatives to aid visitor management
A

B

B
1 & 3

2 & 3

2 & 3
DVVMG

DVVMG, EA, RST

DVVMG, Boat Hire Operators
· Seek to secure funding to re-launch Dedham Vale Hopper

· Explore Water Bus proposals

· Explore potential with boat hire operators to offer one-way hire between Dedham and Flatford. 

· Continue to champion the Hopper with potential funders. 

· No current plans to pursue the Water Bus following preliminary investigation.

· Make initial contact with boat hire operators – see if DVSVP can support liaison between them.


2. Promote the use of public transport to/from and around the area, including support for additional services, improved facilities.
A
1 & 2
DVVMG
· Produce and promote example itineraries for visiting the area, utilising rail and bus

· Promote existing services – compile parish transport info. leaflet for distribution at VICs and display in villages, and ensure info. can be accessed via appropriate websites.
· ‘Carefree’ itineraries now available on DVSVP website and partner websites.

· Production of public transport guide for the AONB now in progress. 

· Work closely with the ESSCRP and Rail Operator.


3. Gain greater understanding of how Coach Operators work, and work with them to ensure they operate sensitively in the area.
A

A

B
1 &3

1

1
DVVMG

SCC, ECC, CBC, BDC and NT

NT
· Use Coach Audit information, Coach Operator Organisations and Group Travel Information to establish list of coach operators regularly coming to the area – target these with information pack. 

· Review how Group Travel information given by different partner organisations/ combine this into an  info. pack.
· Compile information pack to meet the requirements of the partners within the VMG. 

· Send out to coach operators already regularly visiting the area – not a promotional exercise, more of an info/educational aim.  

· Consider production of audio guide for coaches to play to passengers about Constable Country.




4. Ensure the AONB is given special consideration in the development of Brown Sign Policies for the two counties.  Work to establish a clear and consistent approach.
A
1
DVSVP/ECC/

SCC/BDC/

CBC
· New EETB guidelines

· SCC at consultation phase of new policy (Aug 2006).

· ECC clear and established policy of no brown signing within the AONB 
· DVSVP to respond to SCC consultation and ensure that there is consistency between ECC and SCC policy in re: to AONB.










5. Recommend to LA’s/landowners the desired style for ROW signage and furniture, and the way different ROW could be improved, how they should be signed, and maintained to high level for the AONB.  Again utilising Arts Initiatives where possible.
A
1 & 3
DVVMG
· Signage between Manningtree and Flatford has been improved. 

· Kissing gates now installed on recently claimed footpath alongside river, east of Fenn Bridge – much more accessible.
· Ensure that signs are well-maintained.

· Ensure furniture on key footpath links within the AONB is well maintained.


6. Work with National Express Group, and Community Rail Partnership to promote visiting the area by train.
B

B
3

2 & 3
DVVMG

DVVMG
· Continue to promote Manningtree as Gateway to Constable Country 

· Establish better links to CRP and One Railway and develop initiatives with them where possible.  
· Improve visitor information at Manningtree Station (ref: interpretation board as detailed in B above).


7. Lobby relevant bodies to improve cycling/riding/

walking infrastructure in the area


A

A
2 & 3

2
DVSVP
· Investigate feasibility of improving cycling infrastructure from Manningtree Station and into the Dedham Vale. 

· Liaise with ECC to ensure that pedestrian route from Manningtree is well-maintained for all-year round use.   

· Explore possibility to provide additional cycle parking at Flatford (Disabled Car Park?)  
· Liaise with ECC to assess feasibility of project.

· Assess feasibility and cost-up scheme to install cycle parking facilities.









D
1. Continue to actively gather information, statistics and research on visitors to the area.  Also identifying new sources of information.
A
1 & 3
DVVMG
· Investigate possible sources of data with local businesses.

· Maintain vehicle monitoring at Dedham and Flatford

· Maintain collection of visitor numbers from VIC, NT, Dedham Church.
· Liase with highways to ensure figures are recorded.

· Figures to be collated annually in January and distributed to VMG 




2. Make all this data freely available, i.e. through website
A
1 & 2
DVSVP
· Develop DVSVP website to hold all Visitor Information
· 

E
1. Encourage accommodation operators in the Dedham Vale to subscribe to the ETB’s accommodation inspection scheme
A
1
BDC/CBC/

EETB
· Use Mystery Shopper Survey  to do this


· CBC actively recruiting B&Bs and promoting inspection scheme.










2. Encourage attractions in Dedham Vale to participate in the East of England Tourist Board’s Visitor Attractions Quality Assurance Scheme.
A
1
BDC/CBC/

EETB
· Continue to engage with tourism related businesses to promote the VAQAS


· 


3. Promote the use of the Welcome Host series of customer care training programmes in Dedham Vale.
A
1
BDC/CBC/

EETB
· Continue to engage with tourism related businesses to promote ‘Welcome Host’ 



4. Establish accessibility to, and standards of attractions, and public facilities in Dedham Vale, for all groups, but particularly those with physical or learning disability.
A
2
VMG

DVSVP
· Utilise EETB Mystery Shopper Survey or aim to glean information via VIC to research current position.

· When results known, work with Operators, local authorities to make improvements needed.

· One common complaint from visitors relates to poor provision of benches in Flatford. 


· Liase with VMG partners to identify opportunities for gaining visitor feedback. 

· Dedham loos scheduled for upgrade – CBC

· Assess current provision  & seek permission to place new benches at appropriate locations.

September 2006
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