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Background

The Council’s interest in conservation management goes back to its establishment under the 1968 Transport Act, long before the term “conservation management” was coined.  

Its working group on Conservation Management Planning was set up in 2000, originally with the idea of encouraging waterway authorities to put into place, in partnership with local and national government agencies, conservation management plans of a quality which would enable a realistic bid for inscription of at least some United Kingdom waterways on the World Heritage list.  

When it became clear that changes in the aspirations of UNESCO for the World Heritage list would make a bid unrealistic in the short-to-medium term, and that British Waterways were doubtful of the value of World Heritage inscription, the working group, with the support of British Waterways, turned its attention to a more general approach, to try to ensure that conservation of the built (and natural) heritage received full consideration in planning canal restoration, and new construction projects.  

The Council agreed in July 2001 that the Good Practice Guide, currently under preparation by consultants to the Council, should address this issue (within the text or as an appendix), and the following text is a summary of the working group’s views, endorsed by the Council as its advice to Ministers and British Waterways on this subject.  There is no implication in the following that good practice in this field is not being achieved, but rather an endorsement of good practice where it exists, and an encouragement for others to develop it.

Context

“It is, after all, a comparatively sane approach to the treatment of a building: that you respect its history and its character even if you do not particularly like it- no-one has “divine right” to effect change… Conservation should not endorse a building with an appearance it may never have had.” John Knight, Historic Buildings Architect, Historic Scotland

These views, included in a volume on “materials and traditions in Scottish Building”, though written about buildings, embody important aspects of the place of conservation in the management of waterways, and particularly in the formulation of schemes for restoration, or cutting of new routes.  The key words “respect“, “history” and character epitomise Conservation Management Planning.  “History” and “Character” imply both knowledge and understanding of “what there is“ before intervention takes place, and “respect” an attitude both to “what there is” and by extension, to the aspirations of others for the result of intervention.  

Conservation Management Planning is intended to make available to decision – takers enough information about history and character to allow balanced decisions to be made, and to encourage the development of administrative structures in which respect for “what there is” and for the aspirations of partners in, and parties affected by, developments becomes a part of the decision-making process.  

The Council is, of course, aware that both the proposers of schemes and individual funders will have their own criteria for what they hope or expect to achieve by a particular programme of action.  Nevertheless the Council’s view is that by looking too narrowly at a scheme its full potential value may not be achieved.  

Though a proposer may, for example, wish primarily to achieve a navigable waterway, and a funder may wish in the first instance to deliver economic regeneration, or nature conservation, a thoroughly worked out scheme, which addresses a wide range of values and interests, is more likely to be achieved successfully, to deliver real value for money, and to be of on-going value to the communities it serves, than one which is too narrowly conceived.  

The Council believes that though, for instance, built heritage or natural heritage controls may be viewed as welcome constraints, by devising schemes which take account of the aspirations behind such controls the partnership of applicants and funders is likely to achieve solutions which satisfy their own aspirations and at the same time deliver real benefits to a wide-ranging constituency.  These would be likely to realise the objectives for joined- up thinking which are the aims of the present Government, and which will probably remain the objectives of any succeeding administration.  The approach outlined below is sufficiently appropriate both to restoration of waterways and to the creation of new ones, thought the balance of the different components will, of course, vary from project to project.

Issues to be addressed 

1) Administrative Structure. Without being overly prescriptive, the Council believes that in delivering Waterways for Tomorrow the best results will be achieved if there is a high level of understanding between promoters and funders of schemes.  This means that the decision-makers at all the appropriate levels in the bodies concerned should have easy access to a suitable level of information about, among other matters, the decision making structures and aspirations of other “partners”, using the latter term to include regulatory as well as promoting and funding bodies.  

This information will change over time, and needs to be kept up to date.  It may be advisable to make it a specific responsibility of a “project champion” in one of the partners to ensure that the relevant changes in policy and personnel are brought to the attention of the appropriate decision makers.  An effective “project champion” with appropriate administrative support is probably the most important single factor in delivering a successful project. 

2) ‘What there is’.  Knowing about and understanding the existing state of the waterway or its potential route is critical.  Some of the issues involved in restorations or creations are likely to be immediately obvious - for instance, blockages, land ownership problems, SSSI’s - to a wide range of partners.  The issues will be in the forefront of the thinking of other “partners” or of individual specialists, such as archaeologists, ecologists and historians.  Though surfacing, and most immediately obvious, as “issues”, these concerns will generally be knowledge-based, and unless there is a substantial basis of shared knowledge it is likely that the quality of decision-making in any project will suffer.
As with shared understanding of the people and policies, it is important that the knowledge of ‘what there is’, and its background, is made as relevant and well-focussed as possible so that reference to it is simple and effective.  If this ‘knowledge management’ is not well thought out the information will remain idle in detailed reports rather than effectively playing a role in enlightened decision making.  To that end, specialist knowledge will require to be made available in a form accessible to the range of non-specialists likely to need it.  This awareness needs to underpin the approaches taken by all partners in any scheme.
Knowledge of “what there is” is absolutely essential, and accurate and informed views that must underpin any sound proposals for change.  The Council believes that unless there is a thorough understanding of the nature of the asset, and the significance of its elements, both individually and collectively, a restoration scheme will not deliver the full range of benefits of which it may be capable.

3) Action- Once a clear account of “what there is” is available, and an assessment is made of its significance, and once the “partners” understand each others expectations and how they can contribute, a programme of action can be drawn up.  This needs to take account of the implications of each action: in general a “conservative” approach is likely to be less disruptive and may be less costly, than a thoroughgoing reconstruction, but to ensure, so far as possible, a low maintenance (and thus in a sense sustainable) product more far-reaching alteration may be necessary.  It is at this stage that the information management exercise should prove particularly valuable, for all actions are likely to require the ‘partners’ to compromise and an awareness of each others’ agendas and a shared knowledge of “what there is” should facilitate constructive compromise.

4) Conservation Planning and its role. These elements can all be included in a Conservation Management Plan, which will require input from all the ‘partners’, but which must, for the best results, be drafted by someone skilled in concise synthetic writing and with enough background to write convincingly.  The plan as adopted must represent an agreed view, however, as all ‘partners’ must accept ownership of it.  It should be backed up with more specialised, detailed reports.

A good Conservation Plan should provide an effective guide to action in implementing a project.  It should be capable of amendment, but it must be clear to all partners what amendments are made, and for what reason, and when.  Here the ‘Project Champion’ role may be critical.

5) Management Planning.  Because the actions specified in the Conservation Plan will have both short and longer term implications, it is very desirable that a Management Plan is developed in parallel with the Conservation Plan, to ensure that a project is not delivered with inadequate consideration of the management needed to ensure that, for instance, environment impact or economic regeneration are delivered according to programme, and that the capital invested in a project is not wasted because of inadequate provision for maintenance.

Conclusion

The Council attaches great importance to sound Conservation and Management Planning, and in its periodic reassessment of Waterway Restoration and Development Priorities will expect adequate documentation to be in place for all projects considered priorities.  The advice given above is, of course, general and intended to be so.  For more detailed guidance on the preparation of conservation and management plans see……………...

The Kennet and Avon Canal Conservation Plan, referred to elsewhere in this document, is a good example of a Conservation Plan for a waterway.  A list of contents appended as initial guidance as to the kinds of issues to be tackled in a comprehensive Conservation Plan, though it should be borne in mind that smaller and less complex waterways may not require such an elaborate approach.

A good example of a management plan in the making is that for the Derwent Valley Mills, developed in association with the bid to have the area designated as a World Heritage Site.  A list of the contents of the consultative draft is also appended, to give an idea of how the drafting of a Management Plan might be addressed.  As with the Kennet and Avon Conservation Plan, not all the subject headings will be applicable to all projects.  Note that in both cases the appendices include supporting reports, or references to them.

The Council is convinced that both the built and natural heritage of the waterways are essential components of their worth to the people of Britain, and to visitors from abroad.  It accepts, too, that “heritage” is in both senses a dynamic, not a static, concept and that change is not only inevitable but often desirable.  The issues outlined above offer a constructive approach to reconciling the best of ‘what there is’ with necessary change so as to deliver the finest possible Waterways for Tomorrow to future generations.
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