Eurosite Annual Conference 2009
Working Group feedback
1. Interpretation and Public Access to Natural Areas
Chairperson: Dña. Zafira Ferrer Allkins. Técnico en Uso Público VAERSA - Consellería de Medio Ambiente, Agua, Urbanismo y Vivienda, Spain 
Speaker: Donald McNeil, Forestry Commission, Planning & Environment Manager. UK.
Speaker: Xavier Ariño, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona and scientific collaborator of the Federació d'Entitats Excursionistes de Catalunya (FEEC).
Eight participants attended this working group: Arja Halinen, Karla Fabric Cubric, Tom Tew, Irene Bouwma, Gavin Whitmore, Geert de Groot, Xavier Escuté, Nicole Nowicki.
Aim: to share experience and identify good practices for interpretation of and responsible public access to natural areas.

Management teams require to know what different groups (local communities; visitors; environmental, cultural and social associations; sports clubs; etc.) want, need and expect when they are ‘on site’, whilst ensuring that their conservation aims and objectives can still be realised.    

In this working group, 11 participants were able to discuss successful case studies and methods used to develop interpretation and public use plans for natural areas (nature reserves, protected areas, etc).  There was also the opportunity to discuss the challenges involved in formulating such plans and the techniques and methods used to engage and meet the needs of a diverse and varied range of stakeholders. How do we define what is ‘responsible’ public access? What makes interpretation ‘effective’?  Based on sharing experience, what best practices can be defined for effective interpretation and responsible public access? 
Three case studies, two from Spain and one from Scotland addressed the state of the art in terms of effective interpretation and responsible public access to natural areas involving good communication and cooperation between site managers and various stakeholders, including site visitors. 
Key points from the working group
1. – Team networking & participative management, starting within the site management organisation, can lead to major change of mind set and facilitate the development of working methods needed to involve all stakeholders.
2. – To keep always in mind: (1) why do we want to inform the public (2) what do people want (3) what do people need? The major trends are to offer differing approaches (taking into account the human side of the visitor) and to remain flexible in order to let people choose what information they want. 
3. – Opportunities offered by new technologies (in particular GPS mobile phones) need to be further explored & results shared. The need for communication tools such as signposting/leaflets need to be assessed.
Summary of the three case studies

Dña. Zafira Ferrer Allkins presented the evolution of the working philosophy and the change in strategy that the Generalitat de Valencia set into place in order to welcome and involve the public in protected areas. More than 30 % of the land is under a protection status, and is mostly owned by private landowners. A series of practical training events attended by all the staff (140 persons) on Communication, Emotional Intelligence and Leadership, changed an individual approach to work to a networking approach within the team. This led to a major shift in strategy – from active management to participative management with people - with a change of priorities and targets: within protected areas, involving local schools, pensioners, teenagers and whole villages. Public access projects were put in place to (1) understand visitor flow patters, (2) train tourist guides along with an accreditation system, (3) develop public use plans involving partners to work on regulations within protected areas. The biggest challenges for public access in Valencia is linked to the impact of cyclists and VTT. Europarc Spain has a very active working group on accessibility in natural parks.

In Scotland, Donald McNeil presented “Differing approaches in interpretation in Scottish Forests”. The Forestry Commission (677.000 ha) is moving away from its former approach to sign posting during the 80s and the 90s. It has evolved from an approach based on what the site managers wish the people to know to differing approaches focused on what people want and visitors need, including access for all mainly in public buildings and hotspots. The main focus is also to give people confidence in discovering wildlife through the organisation of participatory events, such as classes in the forest (Forest Schools according to a concept from Denmark), events for health, art in the forest… The traditional approach is kept in major hotspots such as Glen Nant National Nature Reserve where, with the help of SNH, accessibility is now possible thanks to the delivery by helicopter of the material needed to design a path with as small an impact as possible. A new trend is emerging: special groups take interest in an area of the forest, sign an agreement or get an informal agreement to manage an area on their own. In Scotland, zoning the access is used as a method to solve accessibility issues.

Climbing Management in the Parc Natural de la Muntanya de Montserrat, Catalunia. In Montserrat, a major protected area within easy access from Barcelona, climbing has become more and more popular. New types of climbers have been observed: sports climbers are now more specialised, these indoor ‘technical’ climbers are getting out with a different approach to nature. Their impact on fauna and flora has become such a major issue that a Climbing Management Plan was developed, with all stakeholders involved, based on scientific research engaged by Xavier Ariño in order to better understand the situation, gather data and develop appropriate regulations. New climbing routes are opened to respond to different needs: 4600 routes have been identified in Montserrat. As these routes were impossible to follow, a “potential climbing index” with 5 levels of colours has been designed. Routes have been classified accordingly. The need for limiting access has been acknowledged as well as the need to involve the climbers playing a key role in the design and implementation of the climbing regulations. A special study on the impact of people on the flora and fauna such as the peregrine falcon – on nesting and the abandonment of nests and chick success – has led to limit the access to the areas concerned. Regulation maps have been defined along with a full information system, a database, a website and other communication tools. The diminution of the number of climbers has been observed. 

Summary of the Montserrat Climbing Management Plan:
- creating park and rest areas in convenient places (information, waste disposal) 
- restricting motorised access to the climbing areas 
- updating routes inventory and map 
- defining access paths to up and down from the crags and climbing areas   
- installing lowering equipments underneath the top of the crags 
- adapting climbing regulations to the needs – dynamic regulations 
- following up the studies to get new data and information  
- involving climbers in all these process and measures 
- communicating (leaflets, websites, blogs, signposts) 
- collaborating in education and awareness campaigns
Discussion

Why do we want to inform the public and what do people want? In England, Natural England is designing different sets of signposting according to two main objectives: either encouraging people to explore or the need to inform people for safety reasons or education. 

The major trend is to let people choose what information they want. The opportunities offered by new technologies are now explored, although no working model is yet effective. For example, under consideration is the use of mobile GPS phones where the visitor can download directly information from the internet or from special posts placed on the site he/she is visiting. 

So, is there no longer any need for signposting? Already, in some organisations such as Natuurmonumenten, the number of leaflets printed is declining as the leaflets are now directly downloaded and printed by visitors before coming to the site.

