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Part 1 Outline 
 

1.  INTRODUCTION 
 
 
1.1  AONB designation 
 
1.1.1  The valley of the River Wye between Hereford and Chepstow is one of the 
most significant landscapes in lowland Britain.  A rich combination of breath taking 
views, impressive geology, historic legacies and diverse wildlife led to the 
designation, in 1971, of the valley and adjoining plateaux and hills as an Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB).  The Wye Valley AONB covers 72km of the 
lower reaches of the River Wye totalling an area of 326km² (128 square miles), being 
45km North to South and 11.3 km at its widest (East - West) point.  It stretches from 
Mordiford in the north, just east of the city of Hereford, southwards to the outskirts of 
Chepstow (see Map 1).  
 
1.1.2   The Wye Valley AONB is unique among the 50 Areas of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty and 14 National Parks in England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales in 
being the only protected landscape to straddle a national boundary; being 64% in 
England and 36% in Wales.  This provides a number of challenges for the 
management of the Wye Valley AONB. 
  
1.1.3  The primary purpose of Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (and National 
Parks) is to conserve and enhance natural beauty.  This was laid out in the National 
Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 1949, modified in the Countryside Act 1968 
and confirmed for AONBs in the Countryside and Rights of Way (CRoW) Act 2000.  
Supplementary purposes to the AONB designation were developed by the 
Countryside Commission and Countryside Council for Wales (AONBs: A Policy 
Statement CCP 356, 1991) and reiterated by the Countryside Agency in CA 24, 
November 2001. These further AONB purposes are as follows:- “In pursuing the 
primary purpose, account should be taken of the needs of agriculture, forestry and 
other rural industries, and of the economic and social needs of the local communities. 
Particular regard should be paid to promoting sustainable forms of social and 
economic development that in themselves conserve and enhance the environment. 
Recreation is not an objective of designation, but the demand for recreation should be 
met in an AONB so far as this is consistent with the conservation of natural beauty 
and the needs of agriculture, forestry and other uses”.  
 
1.1.4  Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty share equal status with National Parks in 
terms of scenic beauty and landscape protection.  This was reinforced in Planning 
Policy Statement (PPS) 7. 
 
1.1.5   Unlike National Parks, AONBs are not authoritative bodies with their own 
planning or development control functions and other executive powers.  Instead, 
responsibility for the designated purposes lies chiefly with the local authorities, being 
Forest of Dean District Council, Gloucestershire County Council, Herefordshire 
Council and Monmouthshire County Council.  A duty of care for the AONB also lies 
with government departments and agencies, predominantly Natural England and 
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Countryside Council for Wales, as well as statutory undertakers and, on the grounds 
of good citizenship and guardianship at least, with individuals, especially those who 
own or manage land in the AONB but also the visitors to the area. 
 
1.1.6   The CRoW Act (Section 85) also requires that relevant authorities, in addition 
to government and local planning authorities, should ‘have regard’ to the purpose of 
AONBs. These include parish, town and community councils and the holders of 
public office. 
 
  
1.2  What is Natural Beauty? 
 
Natural Beauty is defined as Òflora, fauna and geological and physiographical 
featuresÓ in the Countryside Act 1968.  These aspects of natural beauty are the 
components that make a landscape so scenic and distinctive; the wildlife, trees and 
plants, and the shape of the land with its rivers and hills and rock outcrops.  
However, landscape is about the relationship between people and place; the 
interaction between nature and culture.  Public appreciation is a key component of 
natural beauty and considerable provision for recreation and tourism in AONBs 
were made in the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 1949.  Recent 
government guidance provides a modern-day definition:  
 

 ‘The natural beauty of AONBs encompasses everything – ‘natural’ and 
human – that makes an area distinctive: geology, climate, soil, plants, 
animals, communities, archaeology, buildings, the people who live in it, past 
and present, and the perceptions of those who visit it.’ (Countryside Agency, 
23) 

Consequently the special qualities of the AONB encompass natural beauty, amenity 
and landscape elements.   
 
 
1.3   Purpose of the AONB Management Plan 
 
1.3.1  The particularly fragile balance between the environment, the ecology, and the 
economic and social well being in the Wye Valley AONB demands constant 
management and planning. This AONB Management Plan continues the work of 
maintaining a vision for the Wye Valley AONB established in the previous statutory 
Management Plan of 2004-2009 and the earlier non-statutory Plans of 1992 and 1981.  
This latest edition of the AONB Management Plan highlights the main themes, 
develops the vision and identifies a series of Strategic Objectives for the area. A 
detailed Action Plan will also be produced  to ensure that these Strategic Objectives 
are implemented. 
 
1.3.2  This Management Plan, like its predecessors, is intended to provide guidance 
and strategic objectives, particularly to those bodies that make up the Wye Valley 
AONB Joint Advisory Committee.  It also provides guidance to the many landowners, 
residents and visitors in the area.  The Management Plan is thus for all the bodies and 
individuals whose actions affect the AONB and who can play an important part in 
helping to conserve and, where appropriate, enhance the outstanding landscape of the 
lower Wye Valley, for the benefit of both current and future generations.  However 
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We endorse the Wye Valley AONB Management Plan as a framework for 
maintaining the special character of the Wye Valley Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty while recognising the need for a thriving future, 
environmentally, socially and economically, for the area and its people.  We will 
work in partnership with others in the Wye Valley AONB, seeking to reflect 
and implement the objectives and actions of the AONB Management Plan in all 
our activities affecting the area. 

this Plan does not provide all the answers for the next  five years.  It addresses the 
implications for the conservation and enhancement of the natural beauty of the area.  
Meanwhile it complements a range of plans, strategies and programmes that cover 
other aspects in the administrative areas covering the Wye Valley AONB.   
 
1.3.3  This Management Plan, under Section 89 of the Countryside and Rights of 
Way Act 2000, formulates local authority policy and action in relation to the 
management of the Wye Valley AONB.   
 
 
1.4   Commitment 
 
1.4.1  It is intended that the following endorsement will represent a sign of 
commitment from the many partners to this statutory Management Plan.  The extent 
of this support is a testimony to the wide-ranging nature and relevance of this 
document and it is hoped that this will be a key to its success. 
 

 
JAC Chairman       (signature) 
 
[Funding partners] 
Leader of the Council, Forest of Dean District Council  (signature) 
Leader of the Council, Gloucestershire County Council (signature) 
Leader of the Council, Herefordshire Council  (signature) 
Leader of the Council, Monmouthshire County Council (signature)  
Regional Director, Natural England (West Midlands)  (signature) 
Area Manager, Countryside Council for Wales (South Wales) (signature) 
 
[JAC member organisations]  
Chairman, Council for the Gloucestershire Countryside  
Chairman, Gwent Committee for the Environment 
Chairman, Campaign to Protect Rural England (Herefordshire Branch) 
Chairman, Country Land & Business Association (West Midlands) 
Regional Director, National Farmers’ Union (West Midlands) 
Regional Director, National Farmers’ Union (Wales) 
HALC 
GATPC 
One Voice Wales 
Trust Manager, Gwent Wildlife Trust 
Chairman, Lower Wye Valley Society 
Chairman, River Wye Preservation Trust 
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Regional Director, Central Council for Physical Recreation – Outdoor Pursuits  
          Division 
Chairman, Wye Valley & Forest of Dean Tourism Association 
 
[Government Agencies on JAC] 
Regional Director, Natural England (South West) 
Area Manager, Environment Agency (South East Wales) 
 
Conservator, Forestry Commission (South West) 
Conservator, Forestry Commission (West Midlands) 
Conservator, Forestry Commission (Wales) 
Deputy Surveyor, Forest Commission (Forest of Dean) 
Forest District Manager, Forest Commission Wales  
 
Regional Strategy Director, Capital Region Tourism  
Regional Director, English Heritage (South West) 
 
[other AONB partners: organisations involved in the AONB through AONB Topic 
Groups, umbrella organisations on the JAC or other AONB initiatives.] 
Chairman, Council for the Protection of Rural England (Forest of Dean Branch) 
Chairman, Campaign for the Protection of Rural Wales (Monmouthshire Branch) 
Chairman, Country Land & Business Association (South West) 
Chairman, Country Land & Business Association (South Wales) 
Regional Director, National Farmers’ Union (South West) 
Director, Gloucestershire Wildlife Trust 
Director, Herefordshire Nature Trust 
 
Chairman, Herefordshire Destination Management Partnership 
Regional Manager, Cadw (South Wales) 
Regional Manager, The Woodland Trust 
Regional Director, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (Central England) 
Regional Director, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (Midlands) 
Regional Director, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (South Wales) 
 
 
Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group (Herefordshire & Gloucestershire branches) 
CONFOR 
The Deer Initiative 
Ramblers’ Association (Hereford area) 
Ramblers’ Association (Gloucestershire area) 
Ramblers’ Association (Greater Gwent area) 
The National Trust (England & Wales) 
Crown Estate Commissioners 
Sustrans 
Chairman, Gloucestershire Geoconservation Trust,  
Director, Herefordshire & Worcestershire Earth Heritage Trust  
Chairman, Monmouth Geology Trust. 
Gloucester Harbour Trustees 
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1.5.1 A wide range of individuals and 
organisations with an interest in the Wye 
Valley AONB have participated in the 
development of this Management Plan. 
Initially the 1992 Management Plan was 
reviewed by the various AONB Topic Groups, 
particularly those dealing with the landscape, 
nature conservation, woodland and tourism 
aspects.  

1.5.2 In June 2001 over one hundred 
delegates representing organisations and 
individuals involved with the Wye Valley 
AONB participated in “Protecting Tomorrow’s 
Landscape Today: a Conference on the Vision 
for the Wye Valley AONB” in Ross-on-Wye.  
Keynote speakers included the President of the 
Country Land and Business Association, the 
Chief Executive of the Woodland Trust, and 
Edward Holdaway, a leading expert on 
protected landscapes.  Workshop sessions 
addressed the three objectives of the AONB 
designation and formulated the essence of the 
vision for this document.

1.5.3 Throughout 2001 over 1000 
photographs were taken by local people as part 
of the Wye Valley Views Jigsaw project.  A 
camera was given to each of the 40 parish and 
community councils in the AONB to 
photograph important features and issues of 
local value or concern.  From these 
photographs, each parish or community 
council created a montage of their area.   
These pieces of the ‘jigsaw’ were put together 
to form the image on the centre page of this 
(adopted / published) document.  Each parish 
and community council also provided some 
written comment on the features and issues 
photographed, which has also aided the 
development of this Management Plan.

1.5.4 During April, May and June 2002 over 
160 local people attended fourteen public 
meetings throughout the AONB entitled “Wye 
Valley Views”.  The AONB Officer and other 
AONB staff were on hand to discuss issues 
and interests with individuals and in group 
sessions. The two key questions asked by the 
AONB staff were how did people think the 
Wye Valley should be in five years time and 
how could an AONB Management Plan help 
in getting there.  Many of the people attending 
had not had previous contact or involvement 
with AONB staff.  The meetings therefore 
achieved their objective of gaining the views 
of local people. 

1.5.5 “Wye Valley Views” feedback forms 
were available at the public meetings. The 
form was reproduced in the Spring 2002 
edition of ‘Picturesque’, the AONB newsletter. 
There was also a downloadable version on the 
AONB website.  In total 132 forms were 
returned and analysed (see Appendix I).   In 
addition the feedback form in the AONB’s 
annual publication “Discover the Wye Valley 
on foot and by bus” contained a question on 
management plan issues, which elicited 
twenty-six responses, largely from tourists and 
visitors. These views, from both the public 
meetings and the feedback forms, can not be 
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2 GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR THE PLAN 
 
 
2.1 MANAGING CHANGE 
 
2.1.1 If the beautiful and fascinating place we see as the Wye Valley has come 
about through a benign process of largely unplanned change and development, why 
should we be concerned for the future of the natural beauty of the area? 
 
2.1.2 Conserving the beautiful landscape and the character of settlements was a 

common message coming out of Parish Plans in the AONB, 17 of which were 
analysed in early 2008 (43% of all parishes/communities in the AONB). A 
dominant theme coming out of the public meetings and consultation for the 
previous Management Plan was a wish to keep things ‘just as they are’.  Yet 
the Wye Valley Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) has always been 
subject to natural and cultural changes and this will inevitably continue. Our 
actions inexorably lead to change and we have to embrace and adapt to 
change.  We should not aspire to one fixed date or state in the AONB.  What 
we do need to be aware of are the landscape features and special qualities of 
the area that people value and wish to see remaining in the landscape and what 
is required to sustain those assets. In the past change has often been quite 
gradual to those assets.  Today the nature, speed and extent of changes induced 
by modern lifestyles and management practices are more threatening to the 
natural beauty.  Indeed the speed and scale of changes in agriculture and 
transport in the last fifty years are unprecedented, and along with the impacts 
of climate change threaten to degrade  distinctive landscape features and 
wildlife habitats; but there are opportunities to adapt and arrest destructive 
change in places.  

  
2.1.3 Ecosystem services and functional landscapes:  

According to the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA) (2003) ecosystem 
services are the benefits people obtain from ecosystems. On the basis of this 
definition the MA provided a simple typology of services that has since been widely 
taken-up in the international research and policy literatures. Four broad types of 
service identified are:  

 • Provisioning services which are represented by the output of products such as food, 
fresh water, fuel, fibre, biochemicals and genetic resources;  

 • Regulating services which cover the mediating role that ecological systems have in 
affecting climate, the incidence of disease, water quality and quantity, and 
pollination processes;  

 • Cultural services which include the non-material benefits ecological systems can 
provide in terms of their spiritual or religious significance, recreation and tourism, 
aesthetics, educational and scientific value and cultural significance; and,  

 • Supporting services which are the processes that underpin all the other services, 
such as soil formation, nutrient cycling and primary production.  

A fully functioning landscape should continue to provide these services. The 
activities in a landscape should take account of the impacts thy may have on 
the capacity of the landscape to maintain these services. 
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2.1.4The main activities and pressures in the AONB are laid out in Table 7 below. 
This identifies the impacts that are likely to force change in the Wye Valley AONB 
over the next five years and beyond.  These need to be recognised and managed, or 
the cumulative effect of all these changes could have a significant detrimental impact 
on the special qualities of the AONB. Some of the most dominant forces for change 
are outlined below:- 

 
2.1.5 Climate change: The effects of climate change may not be that consistent or 
significant over the 5 years of this Plan. But climate change is happening now and we 
are already needing to respond to the impacts regardless of future action to reduce the 
impact of man induced climate change. 
 
The 2006 Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change emphasised that the 
longer we put off action on climate change the more dramatic and costly the changes 
we will have to make. Current   forecasting suggests widespread changes in rainfall 
and temperature patterns over the next 50 years including 2-5 degree annual 
temperature increase, warmer winters with fewer freezing events, a reduction in 
summer rainfall with more frequent droughts and increases in spring and autumn 
rainfall in short time periods, often associated with extreme gale or storm events. Sea 
levels are also expected to rise. Most likely outcomes are: 

o Greater fluctuations in water table levels 
o Increases in localised flooding, and associated pollution risks, soil erosion and 

crop damage 
o Reduction in range and quantity of maritime species, i.e. bluebells 
o Increased levels of over wintering pest species 
o Changes in migratory patterns of winter and summer visiting birds 
o In migration of European species, eg. Spanish Bluebells 
o Increased spring and summer fire risks on woodland and common land 
o Increased storm damage to, and losses of, field and hedgerow trees 
o Introductions of new crops and increased viability of existing crops 
o Changing patterns of visitor numbers with increased usage throughout the year 

and particularly during the ‘shoulder’ seasons of spring and autumn. 
There are two aspects to addressing climate change; mitigation – reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions – and adaptation – changing the way we do things to take account of 
the inevitable and unavoidable changes that have started to happen.  There is a need to 
‘act locally’ and to consider the contribution that the AONB and AONB based 
activities, such as tourism, transport, exploitation of renewable materials, design and 
siting of housing, etc. can make to reducing greenhouse gas emissions .   It will also 
be appropriate to support initiatives to tackle issues in a national and global context.  
 
Some measures to adapt to predicted changes might have unintended consequences 
for the landscape and biodiversity, such as new reservoirs. Therefore sensitive 
planning is required to reduce negative impacts while endeavouring to secure the 
positive benefits.  Restored habitats could be utilised to reduce the impacts of extreme 
events related to climate change. For example, restored woodlands and wetlands could 
help alleviate the impacts of flooding. The adoption of an integrated landscape scale 
approach will create more resilient networks and habitats that improve the adaptive 
capacity of the countryside. 

• Key challenges in tackling adaptation to climate change will be sharing 
excellence and good practice; suggesting tools and mechanisms 
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• leading by example 
• changing behaviour 
• identifying responsibilities and areas of influence to drive practical action 
• setting appropriate frameworks which coordinate action 
• getting the infrastructure right 
• ensuring compliance and monitoring and improving performance. 

 
2.1.6 Standardisation: The overall pressure for standardisation in many aspects of 
life can have an erosive effect on the natural beauty and distinctive character of an 
area. The cumulative effect of the replacement of locally distinctive features with 
standardised materials can create a creeping urbanisation of the rural landscape. 
Standardised highways infrastructure, replacing drystone walls with mortared walls, 
hard surfacing of green lanes or uniform design in a new development are all 
examples of adopting standards that may not complement the landscape features and 
special qualities of the AONB. 
 
2.1.7 Agriculture: Farm incomes remain low meaning farmers have to diversify to 
survive in their role of guardians of the countryside. Farms have diverged either 
becoming larger yet employing less people, or being more labour intensive 
smallholdings. In the interests of increased production wildlife habitats and landscape 
features continue to be threatened. Traditional stone buildings, which form an 
important part of the rural landscape, continue to be converted, sometimes unsuitably, 
into dwellings. The cross-compliance of farm payments along with the uptake of agri-
environemnt schemes should start to show benefits in the landscape. However the 
vagaries of the open market and the advancement of some farming pratices may in 
themselves force change on farming and the landscape that are undesirable or 
unintentional. 
 
2.1.8 Transport:  Private vehicle use remains the dominant form of transport. The 
arrival and impacts of ‘post peak oil’ are uncertain within the Plan period.In the 
meantime incremental changes can erode local distinctiveness and natural beauty and 
mar the landscape character.  For example roads continue to be busier, and 
consequently noisier.  Concrete curbing is installed to prevent increased erosion of 
verges.  Signs proliferate to direct and inform the driver, and these are bigger and 
brighter to gain attention as vehicle speeds have increased.  In Wales bi-lingual signs 
are even larger. Street lighting has also increased so that  main junctions are fully lit 
and what were once quiet obscure rural crossroads may now have a mini-roundabout 
and a dozen street lamps.  Sustainable transport options are required which avoid 
these pitfalls.  Initiatives that provide valid alternatives to private vehicle use need to 
be pursued by all of us.  
 
2.1.9 Tourism and Recreation: Visitors support an important part of the local 
economy, being the largest sector of employment in the AONB.  The investment 
generated by tourism helps to sustain aspects of the local environment.  But visitors 
also bring pressures on the local infrastructure, such as facilities, roads and paths.  
Modifications to the infrastructure may be required to accommodate visitors’ needs or 
mitigate against the impacts.   
 
2.1.10 Development pressures: These are predicted to continue as more people 
require more houses in which to live, and may wish to live in the countryside, while 
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working in neighbouring towns and cities.  Linked to this is the growth in road traffic.  
This all has an effect on the tranquillity and undeveloped nature of the area.  
Conversely, some people may perceive the AONB designation itself as a threat to the 
modern aspirations and lifestyles of the area’s residents and businesses.  Expansion of 
the market towns adjacent to the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and the 
associated growth in traffic could have significant implications for the AONB.  
 
2.1.11 Quality of life: As the demographics of the population in the AONB evolves 
so the requirements of local communities change.  This has already led to the loss of 
local services including the closure of several village shops and rural pubs.  
Agriculture and forestry remain the dominant land uses but less and less people in the 
countryside have any connection to the growing or processing of local produce.  Most 
of our rural landscapes are oddly quiet now as they are increasingly occupied by 
people who do not work in the villages and who are not there during the day. For 
those left behind, such as car-less mothers, young people and the elderly, the ‘peace 
and tranquillity of the countryside’, that contributes so much to some peoples’ quality 
of life, can become a key feature of social isolation emphasising the emptiness and 
silence of their situation.  If we do not want our settlements to be soulless dormitories 
or week-end resorts we must find ways to sustain, recover or improve the core quality 
of life for people living and working in the Wye Valley AONB.  It is also important to 
ensure that the quality of life that visitors to the Wye Valley experience here is good 
too.   
 
2.1.12 It is neither possible nor desirable to ‘fossilise’ a landscape, and we must aim 
to keep a living, working and functioning countryside.  Many of the pressures we face 
now will erode the assets and character of the area unless we make positive choices 
about what we want to see happen, and make sometimes difficult decisions to achieve 
this.  Thus the impetus in the AONB needs to focus on the most effective solutions to 
managing those factors influencing change and to endeavour to conserve the 
distinctive features and special qualities of the AONB, to maintain the ecosystem 
services the area provides and to seek to enhance all of these where they are judged to 
be deteriorating. We must do this for the benefit of current and future generations.   
 
2.2 SUSTAINABILITY 
 
2.2.1 The concept of ‘sustainability’ or ‘sustainable development’ is based around 
the definition from the World Commission on Environment and Development’s 1987 
Brundtland Report as “development which meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.  The UK 
Sustainable Development Strategy promotes four simultaneous objectives:-  
 
o Social progress which recognises the needs of everyone 
o Effective protection of the environment  
o Prudent use of natural resources 
o Maintenance of high and stable levels of economic growth and employment. 

 
These recognise that change (i.e. development) will occur in many aspects of life and 
the environment but that where change does occur it must happen in a manner which 
contributes to a better quality of life for current and future generations, without 
undermining the quality of the natural environment. 
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2.2.2  
2.2.3  Sustainable management is not in itself a primary objective of AONBs. 
However, the statutory purpose of AONBs (the conservation and enhancement of 
natural beauty, coupled with the obligation of local authorities regarding the social 
and economic well-being of local communities) are very close to the principles of 
sustainability.  This includes environmental, economic, cultural and social 
sustainability. Thus sustainable development principles must form the basis for the 
planning and management of these areas. 
 
2.2.4 In Wales, the statutory requirement for the National Assembly to pursue 
sustainable development  (Section 121 Government of Wales Act 1998) serves to give 
heightened importance to the interaction between the conservation of AONBs and the 
needs of recreation and tourism, the local economy and local communities. 
 
2.2.5While ensuring that future change of all kinds is managed in ways that respect 
the landscape, wildlife and the heritage of the people living in the Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty, we must also be careful that we do not follow policies or undertake 
actions which may cause problems elsewhere, and so be unsustainable in a wider 
regional, national or global context. Thus sustainable management must encompass 
the principle of taking the wide scale as well as the long term perspective. 
 
2.2.6 Sustainable management therefore means a future Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty which continues to justify its designation as a nationally important area of 
highly valued functioning landscape with distinctive features and special qualities, 
which is also a living, working area for people.   
 
2.2.7 None of the objectives of sustainability can be pursued in isolation.  They are 
inter-dependent and must be pursued through partnership and co-operation between 
many different interests and organisations.  Linkages and dovetailing with other plans 
and strategies is essential, for example with the Regional Plans and Strategies, Local 
Development Plans and Frameworks, Local Transport Plans, Community Plans and 
local Parish Plans.  This will help make progress on issues such as social inclusion 
and integrated transport initiatives that can contribute to environmental, social and 
economic goals, benefiting the quality of life for both residents and visitors. 
 

2.3 Partnership and Consultation 
 
2.3.1 We are fortunate in the Wye Valley Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
(AONB) that the Wye Valley benefits from a tremendous amount of ‘goodwill’.  
Pressures for change, and the issues arising from them, are varied and complex.  
Consensus and partnership must be the way forward. Agreement on common interests 
and aims, and working together to achieve these aims between all these different 
interests is the only way to successfully progress the conservation or enhancement of 
the Wye Valley AONB.   
 
2.3.2 There is a strong partnership that supports the Joint Advisory Committee and 
the Wye Valley AONB unit.  It is committed to working effectively to achieve ways 
that not only sustain the area’s natural beauty and enable people to continue to enjoy 
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it, but also to improve the quality of life for people who live and work in the Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty. 
 
2.3.3 Local people are a crucial part of the wider partnership in the AONB.  
Therefore wherever possible the Joint Advisory Committee seek the views and 
involvement of Parish and Community Councils, community groups and local 
individuals from all walks of life.  Visitors to the Wye valley are also stakeholders in 
the area.  The Joint Advisory Committee recognise that careful integration of interests 
is needed to safeguard the AONB for the future.  Even where statutory control is 
available, it is always preferable to proceed through building understanding, trust, 
commitment and co-operation since these are more likely to lead to real conservation 
of the area’s character in the long term.   
 
2.3.4 This Plan has not been prepared in isolation, but rather has been developed in 
partnership, through a consultation process.  Local residents have the opportunity to 
make known their views, together with representatives from organisations who have 
an interest in, or influence on, the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.  It is 
acknowledged that the level of local input into the consultation process could be 
higher and more statistically valid. Greater engagement with a wider range of people 
in the local communities in the AONB remains a challenge. 
 
2.3.5 The AONB Unit and Joint Advisory Committee have good working 
relationships with many individuals and organisations, locally, regionally and 
nationally.  AONB staff, along with the officers from the local authority and 
government agencies, pride themselves in their approachable and supportive nature.  
Consequently the AONB Unit is able to be informed and proactive both practically 
and politically.  This enables positive partnerships to develop and the conservation 
and enhancement of the AONB to be progressed through consensus and enlightened 
decisions.  
 
 
2.4  AONBs in the Wider World 
 
2.4.1  Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs) are part of a family of 
designated landscapes of the UK, which include the AONBs of England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland, the National Parks of England, Scotland and Wales and the National 
Scenic Areas of Scotland.  Together they cover nearly 5 million hectares or 20% of 
the UK land area. 
 
2.4.2     The AONBs, together with the other designated landscapes in UK are also 
part of a global network of protected areas devised by the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources [IUCN].  Known as ‘Category V 
areas’, these areas are defined,  
 

“…where the interaction of people and nature over time, has produced an 
area of distinct character with significant aesthetic, ecological and/or cultural 
value, and often with high biological diversity.  Safeguarding the integrity of 
this traditional interaction is vital to the maintenance and evolution of such an 
area.” 
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“the areas should possess a landscape and/or coastal and island seascape of 
high scenic quality, with diverse associated habitats, flora and flora with 
manifestations of unique or traditional land-use patterns and social 
organisations as evidenced in human settlements and local customs, 
livelihoods and beliefs.  The area should provide opportunities for public 
enjoyment through recreation and tourism within its normal lifestyle and 
economic activities.” 

 
“The area may be owned by a public authority, but is more likely to comprise 
a mosaic of private and public ownerships operating a variety of management 
regimes.  These regimes should be subject to a degree of planning or other 
control and supported, where appropriate, by public funding and other 
incentives, to ensure that the quality of the landscape/seascape and the 
relevant local customs and beliefs are maintained in the long term.”  

 
 
  
2.4.3 The existence of this worldwide network provides the opportunity to share with 
others the experience of looking after these special areas.  Within Europe, the 
EUROPARC Federation provides one such means of contact.  It has more than 350 
members involved in the policy and practice of managing protected areas across 36 
countries.  
2.4.4 Within England and Wales the National Association for Areas of Outstanding 

Natural Beauty (NAAONB) was established in 1998 as an independent 
organisation to act on behalf of all AONBs.  Its role is to raise the profile of 
AONBs to ensure that their conservation and enhancement is kept on the 
agenda of all those involved in AONBs at a national level.  The Association of 
National Park Authorities runs a similar kind of programme for National Park 
staff and members. The two organisations are increasingly working together to 
share good practice in the planning and management of Britain’s nationally 
protected landscapes. 

 
2.4.5 The Wye Valley AONB is also engaged regionally through protected 

landscape fora in the West Midlands, the South West and Wales. 
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3. OVERVIEW OF THE AONB 
 
3.1 Introduction  
 
3.1.1 This section provides a description of the Wye Valley Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty (AONB) with its landscape features  and special qualities and the 
activities and pressures affecting the AONB.  A separate State of the AONB Report is 
being prepared which sets out the current state of the special qualities.   

 
3.2  Statement of Significance 
 
3.2.1 The Wye Valley Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) is regarded as 
one of the finest lowland landscapes in Britain.   The AONB, straddling the English 
Welsh border, with the river as the centrepiece, is an area of striking contrasts.  In the 
North, the river meanders through the broad meadows of the Herefordshire lowlands.  
The more dramatic scenery, including famous spots like as Symonds Yat and Tintern 
Abbey, lie downstream from Ross-on-Wye.  Here the river has cut dramatic gorges 
with sheer cliffs and steep wooded slopes, interspersed with broader valley reaches, 
with rounded hills and bluffs. 
 
3.2.2 The Wye Valley AONB contains a splendid variety of geological outcrops 
and important examples of active and past geomorphologic processes.  Formed over 
millions of years, the underlying rocks have been worked on by ice and then the river 
to produce the landscape of the Wye Valley we recognise today. The differing 
geology has given rise to a range of distinctive settlement and farming patterns.  
The oldest rocks are the Silurian limestones and sandstones that make up the grey 
soils of the Woolhope Dome in the north of the AONB.  The Old Red Sandstone 
creates the fertile red and brown soils of the Herefordshire lowlands along with the 
rich river alluvium of the floodplain. These softer rocks allowed the river to meander 
more widely. From Lydbrook the river cuts in and out of the harder Carboniferous 
Limestone strata of the Forest of Dean plateau to form dramatic gorges. The area has 
a full sequence of the Carboniferous Limestone Series and excellent exposures and 
formations including limestone pavement, caves, natural stream channels and tufa 
dams. 
 
3.2.3 The Wye Valley is particularly important for its rich wildlife habitats. This is 
reflected in the remarkable juxtaposition of three separate Special Areas of 
Conservation (SAC), under the European Union’s Habitats Directive. The river is a 
SAC as well as being the first major river to be designated as a Site of Special 
Scientific Interest (SSSI) along its entire length.  Nearly a thousand hectares of valley 
side woodland are also designated a SAC.  Nine roosting sites for Greater and lesser 
Horseshoe bats make a third SAC.  Underlying this are 45 Sites of Special Scientific 
Interest (SSSIs) including 4 National Nature Reserves (NNRs). The limestone 
woodlands are renowned as a refuge of rare species and form part of one of the 
largest remaining areas of ancient semi-natural broadleaved woodland in the 
country. As a predominantly wooded and riverine environment, the Wye Valley has a 
greater combination of ancient and natural features than virtually all the other AONBs 
and National Parks in the UK.  The pastures, hay meadows, hedges and copses within 
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the farmed landscape also provide rich habitats for wildlife. The strong mosaic of 
these habitats makes the landscape robust and permeable for many species.  
 
3.2.4 The AONB contains an abundance of sites of historic and cultural 
significance.  Many activities fundamental to the cultural identity of Britain have 
an origin in the Wye Valley. This is reflected in the fact that there are 85 Scheduled 
Ancient Monuments (SAMs) in the Wye Valley AONB.  The river is both the 
backbone and the border of the historic environment that underlays the landscape of 
the Wye Valley AONB. The whole of the lower Wye Valley, from Goodrich to 
Chepstow, has been included in the Register of Landscapes of Outstanding 
Historic Interest in Wales.  Features range from caves with Palaeolithic occupation, 
ancient forests, Roman and Celtic settlements, defensive structures such as hill forts, 
Offa’s Dyke and Mediaeval castles, secluded early churches and monasteries.  
Tributaries cascade down side valleys to join the Wye, giving focus to settlements and 
power to pioneering industries including wireworks, papermaking, tanning, tin-plate 
and quarrying.  The river was the main transport route up and down the valley, 
superseded by the railway and eventually the roads.  The scenic qualities of the Wye 
Valley are important in the history of art.  Landscaped parks, gardens and viewpoints 
inspired some of the great British poets and writers.  The Reverend William Gilpin 
was inspired in 1770 to write his treatise on the notion and depiction of landscape and 
gave birth to the ‘picturesque’ movement.  As a result of his work the valley became 
very popular with visitors, as it remains today. 
 
3.2.5 Visitor numbers in the lower Wye Valley, estimated in the 1990s at 2.5 
million visitor days per annum, were higher than several National Parks, such as 
Exmoor (1.4m) or the Northumberland (1.5m).  Overnight stays, while common, are 
outweighed by day trips with many people travelling for less than 2 hours to visit the 
Wye Valley.   Amongst these visitors are some of the 26,000 residents living and/or 
working in the market towns, villages and hamlets of the Wye Valley AONB.   
 
3.2.6 The high quality environment of the lower Wye Valley makes a significant 
contribution to the area’s economic development.  The natural beauty of the area is 
recognised as contributing to economic activities such as tourism and inward 
investment, as well as the overall quality of life, making the Wye Valley a more 
attractive place in which to live and work.  However, the general locality is renowned 
for limited job opportunities. Many residents work outside the AONB, often 
commuting to Birmingham, Bristol or Cardiff. The reality for some is an area of low 
incomes, limited housing, inadequate services and poor transport. 
 
3.2.7 Agriculture, forestry, mineral extraction and tourism are the main 
industries that operate in the landscape of the lower Wye Valley.  Combined together 
they have to a large extent crafted the landscape we see today.  Agriculture and 
forestry are the most apparent land uses with farmland covering 58% of the AONB 
and woodland 27%.  However the viability of many enterprises in agriculture, forestry 
and tourism are currently verging on the marginal. These industries are characterised 
by low pay and seasonal employment.  This may have severe implication for the 
natural beauty and social well-being of the area if prospects do not improve.  
Limestone extraction continues at two commercial quarries, with a third abutting the 
AONB boundary.  None of these quarries are operating at full capacity at the moment.  
Tourism, from the early days of The Wye Tour, has focused on the river corridor and 
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the market towns.  It is still predominantly based around enjoyment of the 
spectacular scenery and the contrasting heritage of the Wye Valley.  With increasing 
diversification tourism is spreading throughout the AONB.  
 
3.2.8 The majority of employment in the AONB comes from distribution, education, 
manufacturing, public administration and tourism.  The growth potential of 
environmentally beneficial activities in these sectors are likely to become an 
increasingly important factor in the local economy. For example the increased interest 
in locally produced food are likely to generate renewed investment locally in 
environmental management, local food production and distribution, food tourism 
education and recreation.  Other influences that have the potential to benefit the local 
economy include changes in working practices and the development of woodfuel and 
other local renewable energy technologies. 
 
 
3.3 Changes since designation 
 
3.3.1 The Wye Valley was designated an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
(AONB) in 1971.  The original designation order gives a simple outline of the key 
features of the lower Wye Valley.  There is no consistent baseline information from 
which to measure what changes have occurred in the landscape over the nearly forty  
years since the Wye Valley was designated an AONB.  Therefore there is the potential 
for detailed research and analysis of available data to establish this baseline.  It is 
intended that the State of the AONB Report will provide a benchmark for future 
evaluation.  
 
3.3.2 The following summarises notable changes that have impacted on the AONB.   

o The A40 dual carriageway had been constructed by 1971 but subsequent 
development along the roadside has continued to detract from the natural 
beauty of the area.   

o Most major industry had ceased in the valley by 1971, but development of 
redundant sites has not always been sympathetic to the heritage or natural 
beauty of the valley.   

o The railway line, closed by 1971, has overgrown significantly providing a tree 
line where before was a managed transport corridor.  

o Agricultural intensification has significantly changed the AONB in some 
places; field boundaries and orchards have been removed in more intensively 
farmed areas and much floodplain grassland has been ploughed for arable use. 

o The number of farmers and people employed in farming has declined steeply.    
o Two quarries have closed in the AONB, but major extensions have been 

granted for the two remaining large quarries.  
o There has been a dramatic decline in salmon stocks in the river.     
o The planting of conifers in ancient woodland sites has largely stopped and 

some areas of heathland have had the conifers removed.  
o Visitor numbers to the area appear to have declined from highs in the late 

1970s and early 1980s.  
o Increasing recreational activity and individual car use continues to exert 

pressure on honey pot sites such as Tintern and Symonds Yat.  
o Canoeing on the river has increased.   
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o Housing and development pressure has increased, to the detriment of the stock 
of affordable housing. 

o Many villages and rural areas have lost their shops, pubs and petrol stations, 
although new community initiatives have re-opened some village shops.  

 
 
3.4  Responsibility for the AONB 
 
3.4.1 Administratively the Wye Valley Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
(AONB) is very complex, being the only protected landscape to straddle the English 
Welsh border. It lies in the three counties of Herefordshire (45.5%), Monmouthshire 
(36%) and Gloucestershire (18.5%), each in a different government region; the West 
Midlands, Wales and the South West of England respectively.   
 
3.4.2  Central Government responsibility for AONBs remains substantial.  This 
comes through the provision of legislation and the policy context whereby the 
purposes of the designation can be met.  From Whitehall and the Welsh Assembly 
Government there is also direct involvement, guidance and funding through 
departmental and agency functions delivered, for example by Natural England, 
Countryside Council for Wales and the Forestry Commission.  
 
3.4.3 It is anticipated that regional development agencies may play an increasing 
role in the funding of AONB initiatives over the period of this plan. This creates a 
number of challenges for the AONB.  There are different regional and national 
funding streams and organisational priorities that abut in the AONB.  Co-ordination of 
strategic and AONB wide initiatives can therefore be complicated and protracted.  
However the AONB is uniquely placed to advise on these cross-border issues and the 
implementation and review of national and regional schemes. 
 
3.4.4 The local planning authorities, Forest of Dean District Council, 
Gloucestershire County Council, Herefordshire Council and Monmouthshire County 
Council, are central to achieving the purposes of the AONB designation.  They deal 
with all planning issues in the AONB and other local authority functions, such as 
Rights of Way, countryside services, tourism, public transport, etc. Their 
responsibility was reaffirmed in the Countryside and Rights of Way (CRoW) Act 
2000, section 8.4, by which they are empowered to “take all such action as appears to 
them expedient for the accomplishment of the purpose of conserving and enhancing 
the natural beauty of the AONB”. Part of the way they achieve this is by acting jointly 
through their support for the Joint Advisory Committee.  
 
 
3.4.5 A Joint Advisory Committee (JAC) has overseen the Wye Valley AONB since 
1972.  Unlike a National Park Authority the JAC is not a planning authority.  The role 
of the JAC is one of advising and guiding the statutory authorities regarding particular 
issues within the AONB.  The constitution and membership of the JAC reflects the 
trans-national and trans-regional nature of the AONB (see Appendix I). While the 
complex nature of the AONB is an administrative challenge, in practice the JAC has 
for many years been a strong partnership based on the tremendous goodwill towards 
the Wye Valley. This committee meets formally three times per annum along with a 
winter seminar and late summer study tour.  
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3.4.6 The JAC is supported by a Technical Officers Working Party, which 
comprises representatives of the four local authorities involved plus a range of 
relevant Government agencies (see Appendix II).  The core costs of managing the 
Wye Valley AONB are jointly funded by the local authorities in whose area it lies, 
with grant aid from the Natural England and the Countryside Council for Wales. 
There is a small team of dedicated staff employed by the local authorities on behalf of 
the JAC consisting of an AONB Officer, an AONB Co-ordination Assistant, an 
AONB Community Links Officer, an AONB Development Officer and an AONB 
Information Officer. The AONB staff work from the AONB Office in Monmouth, 
which is near the geographic centre of the Wye Valley AONB.  The budget for the 
AONB unit is approximately £350,000 per annum, with additional funds depending 
on varying levels of partnership funding for specific projects and initiatives. The 
AONB also attracts resources for example by being a target area for agri-environment 
schemes. 
 
 
3.5  The Landscape Character of the AONB  
 
3.5.1 The main elements and features that contribute to the landscape character of 
the Wye Valley Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) have been 
independently assessed in the three counties of Herefordshire, Gloucestershire and 
Monmouthshire.  Herefordshire Council and Forest of Dean District Council have 
each undertaken Landscape Character Assessments, while Monmouthshire County 
Council have undertaken the similar LANDMAP initiative, developed under the 
leadership of the Countryside Council for Wales.  The former and the latter are now 
Supplementary Planning Documents  in the respective councils’ Local Development 
Frameworks or Plans. The various character areas and landscape types identified by 
the three assessments have been amalgamated into sixteen Landscape Management 
Zones within the AONB (see Map 2)..  
 
3.5.2 The key features of the sixteen Wye Valley AONB Landscape Management 
Zones are outlined in Table 1.  
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