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Dear Minister
In July 1995, Audrey Lees, my predecessor as Chair of IWAAC, submitted to the then Minister for the Environment and Countryside the Council’s consultative report Britain’s Inland Waterways : An Undervalued Asset. The report was subsequently authorised for public consultation and debate and published in April 1996. An extensive consultation process culminated in December 1996 with a national conference in London attended by more than 120 delegates interested in the future of our waterways.
The many responses we have received have served to underline the central messages of the Council’s work.  In our inland waterways, Britain has a national treasure, an asset of great historic and environmental value and a resource for a whole variety of uses and activities of benefit to the nation and to local communities. We must do everything we can to sustain this heritage for future generations, to give it the place in national life which it merits, and to resource it effectively so that it continues to give value and pleasure to millions.

From the original 31 Conclusions, we have distilled 10 key recommendations. They have been seen, and warmly endorsed, by the British Waterways Board.

Some can be achieved quickly with modest means. Others are for the medium term. Our Recommendation 1 merits special emphasis. It calls, echoing many who responded to our report, for radical change to British Waterways and is the key to many of the ensuing recommendations if our waterways are to have a sustainable long-term life. The Council believes strongly that the time has now come to free British Waterways from the 30-year old legislative framework and funding arrangements which so constrain effective management of two-thirds of our navigable inland waterways.

On behalf of the Council, I have pleasure in submitting the Final Recommendations of our report Britain’s Inland Waterways: An Undervalued Asset.

The Viscountess Knollys DS

Chair
INLAND WATERWAYS AMENITY ADVISORY COUNCIL

CONSULTATIVE REPORT

BRITAIN’S INLAND WATERWAYS: An Undervalued Asset

FINAL RECOMMENDATIONS TO BRITISH WATERWAYS AND GOVERNMENT FOLLOWING CONSULTATION

Introduction

The Council was established in 1968 as a statutory body advising the British Waterways Board and Government on general amenity matters in respect of the Board’s waterways. In 1993, the Council’s work was re-focused on to a strategic advisory role and its membership was widened to embrace individuals with experience of conservation, business and management of leisure resources outside that of traditional waterway users and interests. In 1995, the Council embarked on an assessment of the whole British waterway scene and the preparation of a strategic context report for its future work advising British Waterways.
The new Council rapidly came to two fundamental conclusions. Firstly, that, in its inland waterways system, Britain has a national treasure, an asset of great historic and environmental value and a resource for a whole variety of beneficial uses. Secondly, that this system having survived, for the most part, for two hundred years, national policy must ensure that it is sustained, not as a museum piece, but as an active working heritage giving pleasure and value to future generations.

The Council’s consultative report was published in April 1996. The consultation exercise during 1996 has demonstrated widespread support for its central messages - the need, at all levels of national life, for higher status and profile for the inland waterway system, the need to resource it more effectively because investment in it clearly generates significant and multiple benefits, and the need to preserve its long-term value to the nation and to local communities by shaping essential development and uses to conservation-based objectives achieved through partnership management.

In support of these views, and having considered the many valuable responses it has received, the Council makes the following recommendations for action. Where a timescale is not specified the Council looks to those concerned for on-going action in the short and medium term.

The Council will review annually progress on all these Recommendations and report with further advice to British Waterways and Government as necessary.

1. While welcoming the increase in Grant-in-Aid (GIA) funding for BW from Government for the next three years, the Council’s concern at the continuing scale of the maintenance backlog arising from years of under-funding is widely shared by consultees. To preserve the safety and integrity of the system, let alone enable BW to develop the opportunities indicated in the Council’s report, GIA support levels will have to be increased significantly. If this is not done, and the Council cannot be optimistic about this happening in the foreseeable future, the only solution is the radical change called for in the Council’s report.

The Council has noted the Government’s conclusion in February 1997 on the Review of Navigation Functions of BW and the EA and its rejection of such change but remains of the view, widely shared in the response to the report, that this is precisely what is needed. The Council considers that neither the obsolete nationalised status and legislation and inadequate and precarious funding arrangements for BW, nor the regulatory remit and non-commercial ethos of the EA, are appropriate in the longer term to give the waterways the national profile they deserve, to enable them to catch up with historic neglect and maintain newly restored waterways, to allow their social and economic potential to be realised in an effective and business-like manner, and to secure their long-term future as a national heritage, environmental and recreational asset.

The most urgent strategic priority within the next five years is to deal with BWs status, future direction and methods of funding while continuing to bear in mind the wider context. Detailed studies of the costs and benefits of transferring navigation and recreation responsibilities on selected EA waterways from EA to BW are in hand. The Council believes that, where there is a clear advantage, transfer of waterways would allow EA to concentrate on its primary regulatory and environmental protection role and give BW the opportunity to expand their business base to secure their future.

The Council therefore recommends that:

(1.1) to meet the timescales and objectives set out in the Council’s Report and these Recommendations and to maximise the opportunities for joint funding initiatives, Government should review the level of funding to BW to ensure that it is able to deal effectively with identified problems, implement substantiated expenditure plans and so make progress in a positive manner;

(1.2) Government and BW consider how best to replace the existing 1968 Transport Act-based BW, which now reflects neither what BW1s nor what it is trying to do, by a NEWNATIONAL BODY with

(a)
responsibility for the long-term conservation and maintenance, regulation and sustainable management, development and promotion of BW waterways and any other waterways which could with advantage be transferred to BW and/or its successor;
(b)
 a status, organisation and objectives commensurate with its fundamental

purpose of ensuring the conservation of a unique national heritage, environmental and recreational asset;

(c)
a strong local character, within its national management framework, by devolving management responsibilities as far as practicable to local units working in creative partnership with local government, business and the voluntary sector;

(d)
funding possibly by way of

• contract with Government for services which beneficiaries cannot be charged for
directly

.
charges to users and income from waterway uses;

.
grants for specific projects from Government and European bodies;

.
greater commercial freedom to generate income and attract investment from business partnerships and joint ventures;

.
local authority support in return for community benefits;

.
monetary and practical benefits, including donations and bequests, which would accrue voluntarily to a new national body with the status and profile

commensurate with its custodianship of a national heritage and recreation resource;

(e) open and meaningful consultation procedures;

(f) co-operative arrangements with the independent navigation bodies, allowing them to integrate with, or contract management to the new body, both entirely on a voluntary basis;

(1.3) Government then issue a Green Paper to allow for full debate by all waterway interests with a view to securing legislation to establish the new national body as soon as practicable; such legislation to include

-
a statutory waterways ombudsman and a revised remit for the Council, in

terms of strategic and consumer-oriented advice relating to all waterways, both to be funded directly by Government,

-
and a variety of other issues including highways legislation affecting disused waterways, BW liabilities for highway bridges across canals and an equitable solution to the problem of “ancient rights”.

National policy

2. There is broad agreement with the highlighting in the Report of the lack, at least in the public domain, of any national policy framework for the waterways. The Council particularly welcomes, therefore, the support by Government in its statement of 12 February 1 997 for work, led by British Waterways (BW) and the Environment Agency (EA) in consultation with the Association of Inland Navigation Authorities (AINA) and the Council, to identify the main aims and priorities for inland waterways in England, Scotland and Wales and recommends that:

(2.1) this work on the main aims and priorities should be developed within the next 12 months into an integrated 3-5 year strategic policy framework for the waterways with realistic targets for achievement;

(2.2) to provide a firm basis, Government should contribute a brief on the legislative and financial framework and range of depai1~mental interests to be covered;

(2.3) the framework should consider the state of the system including water supply issues, indicate priorities for sustainable conservation, use and development, and restoration, and assess resource/funding issues;

(2.4) the framework should be published to help to mobilise support for waterway investment from Government, national bodies, funding agencies, local authorities, business, the voluntary sector and the wider community.

3. There is support from local authorities, users and national bodies for the Council view that waterways need to be accorded a higher profile within the planning system as a whole if their potential is to be realised. The Council welcomes the decision to give BW statutory consultee status (effective from July 1 997) for planning applications affecting the safety and integrity of its waterways but is concerned at the anomaly in the treatment of other navigation bodies including even the EA which is not consulted as navigation authority on the waterways it manages. It therefore recommends that:

(3.1) within the next 2 years, the Department of the Environment (with the Scottish and Welsh Offices), in consultation with the Department of National Heritage, AINA members and the Council, reviews existing planning policy guidance in England, Scotland and Wales to ensure that it provides an effective framework for conservation, development and restoration and considers the issue of a co-coordinated planning policy guidance document embracing waterways and waterway-related issues in each planning regime;

(3.2) AINA, within the same period, promulgate advice on the effective use of the planning system by navigation bodies, including the importance of promoting the value and potential of waterways in government regional planning guidance and subsequently in structure and local plans;

(3.3) for consistency of treatment, the Department of the Environment (DOE) extends the BW arrangements to other navigation bodies in England;

4. There is no dissent from the Council view that waterways should be accorded higher priority in the policies, plans and programmes of Government departments and the national public bodies answerable to them. The Council recommends that:

(4. 1) the DoE, as lead department in Government for waterways, promote them throughout its own policy functions and draws the attention of other relevant departments, including the Scottish and Welsh Offices, to the value and potential of the inland waterway system to contribute to the range of national policies and programmes identified in the Council’s report;

(4.2) the DoE further, when AINA members and the Council have identified areas for action under Recommendation Z encourage Government departments and their sponsored public bodies to respond accordingly and where necessary secure review of Ministerial objectives to ensure that appropriate action be taken.

5. The Council has noted the view of many consultees that existing heritage designations are adequate and that a new national designation for the UK inland waterways need not be pursued for the time being. However, it remains of the view that the importance of the totality of the system is still insufficiently appreciated and wishes the matter of its formal recognition to continue to be pursued at international and European level. Meanwhile, in order to secure a higher status and profile for the system and the better conservation of the heritage and ecological assets, environment and character of the waterways and their corridors, the Council agrees that more could be done with existing national and local designations. The Council recommends that:

(5.1) national heritage and environmental agencies, local authorities, BW and other navigation bodies make the fullest use of appropriate designations (listing, scheduling, conservation areas, SSSIs etc);

(5.2) investigation of “World Heritage” status for the system as a whole be pursued by the appropriate Government Departments and agencies over the next 2 years;

(5.3) recognition of the European status of former freight waterways be pursued over the next 2 years by BW and the EA in collaboration with their European counterparts.

Management, conservation and restoration

6. BW is the key player on the waterways scene and should set the standard for the rest of the industry. Notwithstanding the persistent problems of under-funding and maintenance backlog, the Council considers that BW ought to be achieving standards in the conservation of its heritage and 
environmental assets commensurate with their importance and value. The Council commends and supports BWs introduction of its Environmental Code of Practice, the work of its Waterway Environment and Environmental and Scientific Services Departments, its asset management planning process and its efforts to improve its conservation standards. These efforts need to be continued, to be effectively implemented and to be integrated throughout BWs activities.

There is much in BW5 efforts from which other waterway authorities can and should learn. Almost all have limited funds and many are facing funding difficulties combined with a historic maintenance backlog. Increasing use, expectations and development add to the pressure on assets which are fragile and often irreplaceable. In certain locations, more pro-active initiatives are already needed to manage over-use, conflict and congestion. Consultation has only confirmed the Council in its view that effective long-term conservation of the heritage, ecology and environment of the waterways, their restoration where practicable, and sustainable management of use and development, are fundamental to maintaining their economic and social value.

The Council recommends that:

(6.1) the future of all waterways should be secured by management on a long-term, comprehensive, integrated and sustainable basis, each waterway having an individual management plan developed by open consultation and with special regard to its historical and ecological character, its wider corridor and measures to balance user demands upon it;

(6.2) BW progresses its current efforts to develop the skills and culture necessary to achieve even higher standards of care of the built and natural components of its waterways;

(6.3) The DoE encourages other waterway authorities to draw upon the conservation and management expertise within BW

(6.4) consideration be given to establishing a “Waterways Heritage Trust” to assist BW (if Recommendation I is not acted upon) and other navigation bodies, with the conservation and appropriate re-use of redundant heritage buildings and to provide additional finance for high quality conservation work;

(6.5) waterway restoration by public, private and voluntary sector bodies be designed and executed in a manner which conserves historical and ecological character and ensures that subsequent management can be in accordance with the first part of This Recommendation. Traditional craft skills and materials should be used wherever appropriate.

7. The situation of roads proposals affecting the restoration of disused waterways remains unsatisfactory from every point of view. The existing legislative position does not recognise the environmental and economic benefits of waterway restoration and new criteria are needed for those preparing road schemes for the treatment of waterways pending restoration. The Council notes with concern the apparent lack of progress over the last three years on the discussions between DoE and Department of Transport/Highways Agency to agree revised policy guidelines and recommends that:

(7.1) the DoE, as the lead department for waterways, should ensure that the discussions with the DTp/Highways Agency (and, where necessary, with The Scottish and Welsh Offices) are brought to a speedy conclusion and aim, in consultation with the Council and other interests, to have procedures devised and agreed by the end of 1997 to ensure adequate co-ordination between DoE and DTp on road proposals affecting waterways and vice versa.
8. The Council has been pleased to note from the responses to its report how widely the economic, environmental and social value of waterway restoration and improvement work is now accepted. If the recent success to date in attracting lottery funding is to be maintained, the priority needs over the next few years will be further lottery and matching funding for both 8W and voluntary sector projects, practical measures of help for the latter but, above all, sufficient core funding to ensure that the extra restored mileage is maintained to a high standard. All navigation authorities and restoration organisations should be in a position to make best use of Government unemployment and training initiatives for which, as BW experience has demonstrated, waterways are particularly well suited. Existing European Union (EU) regional funding programmes are due to be reviewed before I 999 and there is scope for joint efforts by navigation authorities, dealing with similar difficulties in maintaining former freight systems, to get their needs recognised at European level. The Council therefore recommends that;

(8.1) BW with the support of AINA should press strongly for the establishment of a waterways category in the funding programmes of European, national, regional and local bodies, not least to maximise matching funding possibilities for projects supported by national lottery funding;

(8.2) UK navigation authorities, in partnership with their European counterparts, seek government support for an EU funding programme for heritage, leisure and tourism projects on former freight waterways;

(8.3) the priority list for restoration projects (see Recommendation 2) be reviewed annually by the Council and discussed by BW and others with key funding agencies; (8.4) all waterway authorities and other bodies involved in waterway restoration should make maximum use of funding opportunities from Government unemployment and training initiatives;
(8.5) BW, EA and AINA consider how practical advice and representation from the centre for the waterways voluntary sector in England, Scotland and Wales in dealing with such matters as the use of unemployment and training initiatives, funding, contract management, long-term maintenance issues and so on, could be improved; (8.6) progress on the measures set out in this Recommendation be reviewed by UK navigation authorities every two years.

Use and development

9. The Council remains of the view that, within the context of long-term conservation and sustainable development, individual waterways have potential for more use, investment and income-earning activities for navigation authorities, and recommends:

(9.1) continuing and developing promotion by BW, EA (and relevant Scottish and Welsh organisations), in partnership with the tourism authorities and the trade, of cruising and other leisure opportunities with particular emphasis on the international marketing of UK waterway heritage holidays;

(9.2) an investigation of what incentives might be given to the private sector to invest in waterway facilities such as off-line moorings and marinas;

(9.3) the further development, wherever feasible, of waterways and their towpaths for water sales and transfer, angling, telecommunications etc, the testing of income-earning possibilities of activities such as licensed cycling, and a more pro-active approach to providing spending opportunities where there are large flows of casual visitors to specific waterway locations;

(9.4) Government support for BWs business strategy in view of the crucial benefits for income generation, capital proceeds for reinvestment and waterway 
enhancement, and, subject to the need for public accountability and conservation objectives, maximum commercial freedom in the use of its assets;

(9.5) more partnership packages with local authorities to open up access points and improve facilities and services for visitors, including the disabled;

(9.6) joint public/private/local authority initiatives to develop and support visitor attractions and other leisure opportunities of a wide range of types and scale appropriate to the character and qualities of each waterway location and, wherever appropriate, linked into local education networks;

(9.7) further urban regeneration partnership projects focused on waterways, in particular in smaller and medium sized urban centres, on the lines of the very successful initiatives already taken and underway in the major cities;

(9.8) a BW demonstration project for a rural or semi-rural waterway, in partnership with relevant countryside, local authority and other interests, to identify practical ways in which, within national policies, waterways can contribute to sustainable leisure use and rural diversification and rural areas can accommodate increased use and development on their waterways;

(9.9) progress on the measures suggested in this Recommendation be reviewed by UK navigation authorities every two years.

Consultation

10. The Council has welcomed BWs efforts to improve relations with users at local level, through meetings of the national users’ forum and through consultation on particular issues. User understanding and wider support at the national level would be further improved if more material were published by BW on its longer-term strategies, priorities and targets (see Recommendation 2) including, for example, a published version of its Corporate Plan. The Council has also welcomed the establishment of AINA but notes the lack of a similar forum for waterway user and restoration organisations. The Council therefore recommends that:

(10.1) BW consider publishing material on its longer-term strategy, priorities and targets in order to inform the debate on the future of the waterways, promote its management task and assist the consultation processes on more detailed user issues;

(10.2) waterway user, trade and restoration organisations consider developing a body (or limited series of bodies) complementary to that of AINA with a view to providing a more effective focus on waterway issues in dialogue with AINA and Government.

Conclusion

The Council commends these recommendations to British Waterways and Government and believes that, if accepted, they will go a long way towards the aim of equipping the inland waterways with new terms of reference, a new structure and wider sources of funding and so ensure for them a healthy and viable future through the twenty-first century.
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