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Key facts

Date of designation
The AONB designation for South Devon was confirmed  
by government on 2nd August 1960.

Extent
The AONB covers 340 square kilometres (131 square 
miles) of coastline, estuaries and countryside.

Area of land and tidal water
94.5% or 32,123ha of the AONB area is land or enclosed 
waterbodies. The remaining 5.5% or 1850 hectares of the 
AONB is made up of tidal estuary waters.

Population
The resident population is 31,197 people.

Administrative areas
98.02% of the AONB lies in the South Hams/Devon 
County administrative area; 1.95% lies in Torbay; and 
0.03% lies in Plymouth City. The AONB spans 43 parishes.

Estuaries
The AONB contains the five estuaries of the Yealm, Erme, 
Avon, Salcombe-Kingsbridge and Dart. The far west is 
bordered by Plymouth Sound.

Heritage Coast
The AONB also incorporates the South Devon Heritage Coast 
covering the 75km (49 miles)* of coastline between Wembury 
Beach and Sharkham Point (77% of the AONB coastline).

Coastline & beaches
The open coastline of the AONB measures 97km (60 miles)* 
and contains 68 beaches ranging from popular amenity 
beaches to isolated coves. The high water mark forms the 
seaward boundary of the AONB on the open coast.

Shoreline
A detailed measurement of the length of AONB shoreline 
in and out of coves at a scale of 1:2,500 along the mean 
high water mark measures 323kms. 154kms of this are 
coastal and 169kms are estuarine.

Farmed area
25,094 hectares (74% of the AONB) are farmed. 24,761ha 
(73% of the AONB) are considered to form the Utilisable 
Agricultural Area.

Woodland area
2,982 hectares (8.8% of the AONB) are wooded. 74% of 
the woodland is broadleaved.

Public rights of way
There are 384km (239 miles) of public rights of way: 
331km of public footpaths; 38km of public bridleways; 
and 15km of byways.

Nature conservation designations
A total of six Special Areas of Conservation are found 
within, overlapping or immediately adjacent to the AONB 
boundary. Within the AONB there are 2017 hectares of 
Sites of Special Scientific Interest at 18 sites including two 
National Nature Reserves. Almost two thirds of these sites 
extend beyond the AONB boundary.

Historic environment designations
There are 5124 Historic Environment Record entries 
including: 55 Scheduled Ancient Monuments, 1309 Listed 
Buildings, 7 Registered Historic Parks and Gardens covering 
565 hectares and 39 historic Conservation Areas. There 
are two Protected Wreck sites off the AONB coastline.

* These figures are derived from measurements  
of the coastline at a scale of 1:50,000.From left: Dartmouth; Aveton Gifford; Near Diptford; 

Coast path near Butchers Cove, Holbeton
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The AONB at a glance
 South Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty

 Dartmoor National Park
 County / Unitary Authority

 Parish Boundary

 Beach

 Inland Waterbody

 River
Prominent headlands

S e a  A r e a s This map is reproduced from the Ordnance Survey material with the permission of 
Ordnance Survey on behalf of the Controller of Her Majesty’s Stationery Office © 

Crown Copyright. Unauthorised reproduction infringes Crown copyright and may lead to 
prosecution or civil proceedings. South Hams District Council. 100022628.2014
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Ministerial Foreword
Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs) are some of our finest landscapes. 
They are cherished by residents and visitors alike and allow millions of people from 
all walks of life to understand and connect with nature. 

Lord de Mauley

I am pleased to see that this management plan demonstrates 
how AONB Partnerships can continue to protect these 
precious environments despite the significant challenges 
they face. With a changing climate, the increasing demands 
of a growing population and in difficult economic times, 
I believe AONBs represent just the sort of community 
driven, collaborative approach needed to ensure our natural 
environment is maintained for generations to come.

AONB Partnerships have been the architects of a 
landscape-scale approach to land management. This 
approach is a key feature of the Government’s Natural 
Environment White Paper and emphasises the need to 
manage ecosystems in an integrated fashion, linking goals 
on wildlife, water, soil and landscape, and working at a 
scale that respects natural systems. 

This management plan also makes the important connection 
between people and nature. I am pleased to hear that local 
communities have been central to the development of the plan, 
and will be at the heart of its delivery. From volunteers on 
nature conservation projects, to businesses working to promote 
sustainable tourism, it’s great to hear of the enthusiasm and 
commitment of the local people who hold their AONBs so dear.

AONBs are, and will continue to be, landscapes of change. 
Management plans such as this are vital in ensuring these 
changes are for the better. I would like to thank all those 
who were involved in bringing this plan together and I 
wish you every success in bringing it to fruition.

Lord de Mauley, Parliamentary Under Secretary of 
State for the Natural Environment
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The AONB Partnership is committed to the delivery of this Strategy and will work with 
a wide range of organisations and individuals to ensure that the outstanding natural 
beauty of South Devon is conserved and enhanced for future generations. Implementing 
the plan is beyond the resources or remit of any single agency and will require the 
continued support and involvement of many organisations and partners.

This Management Plan is endorsed by:

Other key partner 
organisations engaged in 
delivery work include:
�� Aune Conservation Association
�� British Trust for Conservation Volunteers
�� Buglife
�� Campaign to Protect Rural England
�� Cookworthy Museum
�� Dart Harbour and Navigation Authority
�� Devon Association of Smallholders
�� Devon Biodiversity Records Centre
�� Devon Birdwatching and Preservation 

Society
�� Devon Countryside Access Forum
�� Devon Maritime Forum
�� Devon Rural Network
�� Devon Rural Skills Trust
�� Devon Rural Archive
�� Devon and Severn Inshore Fisheries 

and Conservation Authority
�� Devon Wildlife Trust
�� Duchy of Cornwall
�� Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group 

South West

Supporters of the South Devon AONB Management Plan

AONB Partnership  
Committee organisations:
�� Devon County Council
�� South Hams District Council
�� Torbay Council
�� Plymouth City Council
�� Natural England
�� Environment Agency
�� English Heritage
�� The National Trust
�� Field Studies Council
�� Plymouth University
�� South Devon Nature Trust

Representatives from: 
�� The landowning or farming community
�� The business community
�� Local Parish Councils
�� Community or voluntary organisations
�� Professional non-government  

environmental organisations
�� Tourism sector

South Hams
District Council

�� Food and Drink Devon
�� Forestry Commission
�� Local beach owners
�� Local businesses
�� Local history groups
�� KEVICC
�� Kingsbridge Community College
�� National Farmers Union
�� RSPB
�� Salcombe Harbour Authority
�� Slapton Ley Field Studies Centre and 

National Nature Reserve
�� Small Farms Association
�� South Hams Society
�� South Hams TICs
�� South West Coast Path Association
�� South West Coast Path Team
�� South West Water
�� The Sharpham Trust and Estate
�� The Woodland Trust
�� Torbay Coast and Countryside Trust
�� Visit South Devon
�� Westcountry Rivers Trust
�� Yealm Harbour Authority

Page � of 3�

Corporate Identity Guidelines 
produced by Creative Services

English HeritageIntroduction

The Identity Elements

The Logo

The Colours

Logo Usage

The Typefaces

The Imagery

The Tone

Recycle Logo

Further Reference

Contacts/Further Questions



6

The purpose of the AONB Management Plan
The Management Plan directly applies to the area 
designated as the South Devon AONB in 1960, but also 
provides guidance for decision-making in the adjoining 
areas that provide the setting of the AONB.

AONB Management Plan layout

This part of the South Devon AONB Management Plan - 
the Strategy - covers the five-year period 2014-19.  
A separate Delivery Plan which provides the supporting 
programme of action. Taken together, the Strategy 
and the Delivery Plan form the South Devon AONB 
Management Plan. 

The complex range of issues relevant to the whole AONB 
area and its setting are broken down into manageable 
themes within this plan. To avoid repetition, cross 
references are used in the text to help signpost readers to 
relevant links. The layout of each theme chapter follows 
a set format and within the plan, policies and objectives 
have specific roles:

This document is the statutory Management Plan for 
the South Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. 
Preparing a Management Plan is a requirement for  
every AONB and it has been developed and published  
in accordance with relevant legislation and guidance.  
Its task is to:

�� Highlight the special qualities and significance of  
the AONB.

�� Present a vision for the future of the AONB.

�� Set out objectives and policies to secure the vision.

�� Identify what needs to be done, by whom, and when.

�� State how the condition of the AONB and the 
effectiveness of its management will be monitored.

�� Reflect the views and aspirations of a wide range of 
AONB ‘stakeholders’.

�� Co-ordinate the work of different partner organisations.

The Plan is not just an internal document for the AONB 
Partnership and Staff Unit: an AONB Management Plan 
has to ensure outcomes for the protected landscape itself 
and harness the actions of all who live or work in it, visit 
it, or otherwise have an interest in it.

Taken as a whole, this Management Plan provides guidance 
on how to conserve and enhance the special qualities 
and key features of this nationally important protected 
landscape. A particular role for the Management Plan is 
to assist public organisations (defined in law as ‘relevant 
authorities’) to understand and act on their duty to ‘have 
regard to the purpose of conserving and enhancing the 
natural beauty of the AONB’. The Management Plan helps 
to translate this duty and illustrate what it means in the 
context of the South Devon AONB.

Policies are the AONB Partnership’s position and 
approach to particular issues, providing a framework 
to guide delivery plan projects and initiatives.

Objectives are what we want to achieve for the 
AONB, supported by the Delivery Plan of actions  
and projects.

A wide range of further information in support of the 
AONB Management Plan and about the area itself can  
be accessed via the South Devon AONB website  
www.southdevonaonb.org.uk.

Left: From Bearscombe Farm towards the Salcombe-Kingsbridge Estuary

http://www.southdevonaonb.org.uk
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1.1 Special qualities of the AONB
The following list of special qualities* define the unique 
“natural beauty” for which the South Devon AONB is 
designated as a nationally important protected landscape: 

�� Fine, undeveloped, wild and rugged coastline.

�� Ria estuaries (drowned river valleys), steep combes 
and a network of associated watercourses.

�� Deeply rural rolling patchwork agricultural landscape. 

�� Deeply incised landscape that is intimate, hidden and 
secretive away from the plateau tops. 

�� Iconic wide, unspoilt and expansive panoramic views.

�� A landscape with a rich time depth and a wealth of 
historic features and cultural associations.

�� A breadth and depth of significant habitats, species and 
associated natural events.

�� An ancient and intricate network of winding lanes, 
paths and recreational routes.

�� Areas of high tranquillity, natural nightscapes, 
distinctive natural soundscapes and visible movement.

�� A variety in the setting to the AONB formed by the 
marine environment, Plymouth City, market and coastal 
towns, rural South Hams and southern Dartmoor.

Natural Beauty covers everything, including landscape 
quality, scenic quality, relative wildness, relative 
tranquillity, natural heritage features and cultural heritage, 
that add together to make an area distinctive. It is a high 
level, over-arching term. 

Special Qualities are a subset of Natural Beauty, 
distilling the key attributes that make the area special and 
worthy of designation as an AONB. They apply to large 
areas or all of the AONB.

Distinctive Characteristics are those components 
that define what it is that gives South Devon its sense 
of place. They generally apply to areas smaller than the 
AONB as a whole.

Key Features are specific and detailed locations, places, 
landmarks, occurrences, events etc. that are of particular 
significance to South Devon and help illustrate how or 
where the special qualities, distinctive characteristics and 
natural beauty can be seen.

Section 1

The South 
Devon Area of 
Outstanding 
Natural Beauty

Natural Beauty
Everything that makes South Devon special

Key  
Features

Distinctive 
Characteristics

Special 
Qualities

Above: Cows near Ashprington

For more detailed tables expanding on the Special 
Qualities of the South Devon AONB, see Appendix 1.
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1.2 Landscape and Seascape 
Character
The South Devon AONB has a complex and varied 
landscape. Its landscape character has been analysed and 
described at a range of levels in a number of different 
assessments.

National Character Areas

At a national scale, the South Devon AONB lies wholly 
within National Character Area 151, known as South 
Devon, and forms 28% of it. For NCA Profile: 151 South 
Devon see http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/
publication/1911063?category=587130 

Devon Character Areas

Landscape character areas have been defined at a county 
scale for Devon. Ten character areas overlap the South 
Devon AONB including the entirety of Bigbury Bay Coastal 
Plateau and Bolt Tail and Start Point Coastal Plateau. 
For Devon Character Areas see www.devon.gov.uk/
index/environmentplanning/natural_environment/
landscape/landscapecharacter/landscape-map.htm 

Landscape Character Types

Areas with common landscape character have been 
identified for Devon and Torbay, revealing twelve 
character types that overlap the South Devon AONB. A 
finer scaled assessment for the Torbay administrative 
area provides further detail and identifies Areas of Local 
Character. See www.southhams.gov.uk/CHttpHandler.
ashx?id=2721&p=0 and https://www.torbay.gov.uk/
landscapecharacterassessment 

Devon Historic Landscape Characterisation

This assessment enables a greater understanding of how 
today’s landscape relates to its historical development, 
recognising that all parts of the landscape have historical 
significance which is the result of human activity and use 
over the millennia.

www.devon.gov.uk/index/environment/historic_
environment/landscapes/landscape-characterisation.
htm 

Historic Seascape Characterisation

This Seascape Characterisation of the South West 
Peninsula includes the coast and estuaries of  
the South Devon AONB. See ArchSearch via  
www.archaeologydataservice.ac.uk 

Seascape Character Assessment

A broad scale seascape character assessment is being 
developed for the South Marine Plan which includes 
a small part of the South Devon AONB coast from the 
Dart eastwards. A similar assessment is planned for the 
remainder of the AONB coast as part of the South West 
Inshore and Offshore Marine Plan Areas. See www.
marinemanagement.org.uk/marineplanning/index.htm 

South Devon AONB Landscape Study 1993

In 1993, the Derek Lovejoy Partnership prepared a study 
of the South Devon landscape, describing the character on 
the AONB.

Above: Hope Cove

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/1911063?category=587130
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/1911063?category=587130
http://www.devon.gov.uk/index/environmentplanning/natural_environment/landscape/landscapecharacter/landscape-map.htm
http://www.devon.gov.uk/index/environmentplanning/natural_environment/landscape/landscapecharacter/landscape-map.htm
http://www.devon.gov.uk/index/environmentplanning/natural_environment/landscape/landscapecharacter/landscape-map.htm
http://www.southhams.gov.uk/CHttpHandler.ashx?id=2721&p=0
http://www.southhams.gov.uk/CHttpHandler.ashx?id=2721&p=0
https://www.torbay.gov.uk/landscapecharacterassessment
https://www.torbay.gov.uk/landscapecharacterassessment
http://www.devon.gov.uk/index/environment/historic_environment/landscapes/landscape-characterisation.htm
http://www.devon.gov.uk/index/environment/historic_environment/landscapes/landscape-characterisation.htm
http://www.devon.gov.uk/index/environment/historic_environment/landscapes/landscape-characterisation.htm
http://www.archaeologydataservice.ac.uk
http://www.marinemanagement.org.uk/marineplanning/index.htm
http://www.marinemanagement.org.uk/marineplanning/index.htm
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Section 2

Legal & policy 
framework

2.1 AONB Designation
The statutory framework for Areas of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty is provided by the Countryside and Rights of Way 
Act 2000. This states that: 

“… the primary purpose of designation is to 
conserve and enhance the natural beauty of areas 
designated as AONB.”

It gives a duty to Natural England to provide advice on 
certain development matters and a requirement that they 
be consulted in connection with development plans, access 
agreements and access orders.

�� It gives a duty to Natural England to consider any 
proposals for new AONBs or modifications to existing 
AONB boundaries. 

�� It gives local authorities a permissive power to take 
action to conserve and enhance the natural beauty of 
the AONBs in their areas. 

�� It requires that a management plan be produced for 
each AONB. The duty falls to local authorities, which 
must act jointly to produce the plan. (In the case of 
the South Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, 
the relevant local authorities are South Hams District 
Council, Devon County Council, Torbay Council and 
Plymouth City Council). Once adopted and published, 
the management plan must be revised at intervals not 
exceeding five years. 

�� The Act states that the purpose of the management 
plan is to formulate the policies of local authorities for 
the management of the Area of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty and for the carrying out of their functions in 
relation to it.

�� The Act places a statutory duty on relevant authorities 
“to have regard to the purpose of conserving and 
enhancing the natural beauty of the AONB” when 
exercising or performing any functions affecting land 
in the AONB. For the South Devon AONB this includes 
land covered by water such as the fundus of the 
South Devon AONB estuaries. “Relevant authorities” 
include government departments and agencies, local 
authorities including parish councils, and all public 
bodies including harbour authorities. 

Above: Wild flower meadow at Little Dartmouth
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2.2 National Policy for AONBs
Government has confirmed that AONBs share with 
national parks the same highest status of protection in 
relation to landscape and scenic beauty and that their 
landscape qualities are equivalent.

In recognition of AONBs being living, working landscapes, 
a Policy statement on AONBs published in 1991 by the 
Countryside Commission and which remains current today, 
added other secondary aims to the primary purpose of 
conserving and enhancing natural beauty:

“In pursuing the primary purpose of designation, 
account should be taken of the needs of 
agriculture, forestry and other rural industries 
and of the economic and social needs of 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 insofar as 
this is consistent with the conservation of natural 
beauty and the needs of agriculture, forestry and 
other uses.”

Other key policy for AONBs is contained within the 
following documents:

�� Natural England: designations strategy (2012) 
published by Natural England

�� Guidance for assessing landscapes for designation as 
National Park or AONB (2011) published by Natural 
England

�� Guidance for the review of AONB Management Plans 
(CA221) published by the Countryside Agency (2006)

�� Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty Management 
Plans: A guide (CA23) published by the Countryside 
Agency (2001) 

2.3 Natural Beauty
The statutory definition of ‘natural beauty’ includes flora, 
fauna and geological and physiographic features. The natural 
beauty of AONBs is partly due to nature, and is partly the 
product of many centuries of human endeavour. Landscape 
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. 

AONBs are cultural landscapes, shaped by people. They 
are also living landscapes, both by virtue of the species and 
habitats within them, and because their special qualities 
can only be maintained by continuing human activity. Very 
little in the English landscape can be described as ‘natural’, 
being the result of many centuries of human influence. 

If circumstances occur where an action in support of 
one AONB Management Plan policy has the potential to 
conflict with another, the compelling statutory purpose of 
conserving and enhancing natural beauty should be given 
great weight. The inclusion of this requirement has arisen 
from undertaking the Habitat Regulations Assessment, 
Strategic Environmental Assessment and Sustainability 
Appraisal for the AONB Management Plan.

From left: Bantham; Mediterrean Oil beetle
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The International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature considers AONBs 
to be of international importance as 
Category V Protected Landscapes.

South Devon AONB is part of a family of 
protected landscapes found throughout 
the United Kingdom that also includes 
National Parks and National Scenic Areas 
in Scotland.

3.1 The AONB Family
46 Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty cover 23,637 
square kilometres - 14% of the land area of England, 
Wales and Northern Ireland. They are a very diverse 
‘family’: they range from the Cotswolds (the largest 
AONB covering 2038 sq kms) to the Isles of Scilly (the 
smallest at 16 sq km). AONB Partnerships work closely 
together on a wide range of programmes including 
landscape projects, research, national consultations and 
communication programmes.

The AONB sits within a region and county of very high 
environmental quality. 38% of the South West region is 
covered by statutory national landscape designations, 
with 12 entire AONBs, parts of two others and two 
National Parks. The region also has 638km (396 miles) 
of designated Heritage Coast, 997km (620 miles) of the 
South West Coast Path National Trail, four World Heritage 
Sites and two Community Forests.

Within Devon, fi ve AONBs and two National Parks cover 
over 35% of the County’s land area.

Section 3

AONBs: 
The bigger 
picture
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3.2 The National Association for Areas of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty
AONBs collaborate through their membership of the National Association for AONBs which 
has established itself as the national voice of AONBs. It is a company limited by guarantee 
with an executive committee elected by its member organisations.

The aims of the Association are to:

�� Create an effective internal communication network amongst members.

�� Develop the Association’s Parliamentary links and influence.

�� Develop a wide range of contacts both in the UK and Europe with government and 
non-governmental organisations.

�� Work with Government departments and agencies to strengthen public policy and 
practice in pursuit of the purposes for designating AONBs.

�� Act as a focus for technical information and expertise on the protection and 
management of AONBs.

�� Strengthen the structure and membership of the Association. 

The Association produces regular newsletters and consultation responses and has its own 
website at www.landscapesforlife.org.uk 
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From left: Salcombe-Kingsbridge Estuary from East Portlemouth; Near Stoke Fleming

http://www.landscapesforlife.org.uk


14

3.4 Partnerships
The AONB will require the continued support and involvement 
of many other organisations and partnerships. In addition 
to the AONB Partnership Committee, a number of other 
significant local partnerships are critical to its future including:

Local Nature Partnerships

Natural Devon was established in 2012 to ensure that a 
healthy natural environment underpins a high quality 
of life across Devon, with a strong green economy and 
healthy communities.

The high level priorities of the Devon LNP are:

�� To protect and improve Devon’s natural environment;

�� To grow Devon’s green economy;

�� To reconnect Devon’s people with nature.

See www.naturaldevon.org.uk for more information.

Plymouth has a separate Local Nature Partnership in place.

Heart of the Southwest Local Enterprise 
Partnership

The Local Enterprise Partnership for Devon, Plymouth, 
Somerset and Torbay was formed under the leadership 
of the private sector and is supported by local authorities 
to create a powerful economic alliance. The primary 
objectives are to improve economic growth and job 
creation. There are four strategic priorities:

�� to drive productivity and enterprise;

�� to attract new business and investment;

�� to maximise employment opportunities;

�� to promote infrastructure to connect with markets.

See www.heartofswlep.co.uk for more information.

3.5 Strategic Planning and 
Development Management
Strategic planning and decision-making on development 
applications within or affecting the South Devon AONB 
are undertaken by South Hams District Council, Torbay 
Council, Plymouth City Council, Devon County Council 
and the Marine Management Organisation.

The AONB Management Plan is a material consideration in 
the plan-making and development management processes, 
and provides further detail in support of planning policies 
specific to the South Devon AONB.

See the Planning and Sustainable Development theme 
section on pages 49 to 53 of this document for more 
information on this subject

3.3 Policy framework
The AONB Management Plan has been reviewed and 
updated to take account of a wide range of other plans and 
strategies ranging from European or national scale down to 
the local level. Some of the most significant of these include:

�� Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000

�� Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009

�� Biodiversity 2020 (DEFRA, 2011)

�� The Natural Choice: securing the value of nature 
(DEFRA, 2011)

�� What Nature can do for you (DEFRA, 2010)

�� Prospectus for Natural Devon (Devon Local Nature 
Partnership, 2014)

�� The National Planning Policy Framework (DCLG, 2012)

�� Water Framework Directive (EU, 2000)

�� European Landscape Convention (Council of Europe, 2000)

�� Forestry and Woodlands Policy Statement (DEFRA, 2013)

�� EU Common Agricultural Policy & Rural Development 
Plan for England

Above: Working ground near Gara Rock; Right: Bayards Cove, Dartmouth

http://www.devonenvironment.org.uk/priorities-and-projects/
http://www.devonenvironment.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/Final-Report-on-Scoping-Devons-Green-Economy.pdf
http://www.devonenvironment.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/Reconnecting-People-and-Nature-Final-Report.pdf
file:///S:/Design%20Team/AONB/Management%20Plans/Management%20Plan%202014/www.naturaldevon.org.uk
http://www.heartofswlep.co.uk
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3.6 South Devon Heritage Coast

This AONB Management Plan also serves 
as a management plan for the South 
Devon Heritage Coast.

The South Devon AONB incorporates the South Devon 
Heritage Coast, forming 77% of the AONB’s coastline. This 
non-statutory designation was defined by the Countryside 
Commission in 1984: it covers the 75 kilometres (49 
miles) of coastline between Wembury Beach in the west 
of the area and Sharkham Point in the east. Around the 
Yealm and Erme estuaries the boundary reaches over 5km 
inland, whilst in other areas the boundary is just 300m 
inland from the coast. The Heritage Coast boundary also 
extends 2km out to sea.

Heritage Coasts are the finest stretches of undeveloped 
coastline in England and Wales. Their natural beauty and 
their enjoyment by the public give them a special claim for 
both protection and sensitive management. Since 1973, 45 
stretches have been defined, covering more than one-third 
of the coastline of England and Wales (1,525km in total, 
with 1,027km in England).

The Countryside Commission set the following national 
purposes and targets for these areas in Heritage Coasts in 
England: Policies and Priorities (1992) - 

The finest stretches of coast justify national recognition 
as Heritage Coast. They should be given effective 
protection and management: stronger measures should 
apply there than elsewhere. 

The main objectives for Heritage Coasts are: 

�� To conserve, protect and enhance the natural beauty 
of the coasts, including their terrestrial, littoral and 
marine flora and fauna, and their heritage features of 
architectural, historical and archaeological interest;

�� To facilitate and enhance their enjoyment, understanding 
and appreciation by the public by improving and 
extending opportunities for recreational, educational, 
sporting and tourist activities that draw on, and are 
consistent with, the conservation of their natural 
beauty and the protection of their heritage features;

�� To maintain, and improve (where necessary) the 
environmental health of inshore waters affecting 
Heritage Coasts and their beaches through 
appropriate works and management measures;

�� To take account of the needs of agriculture, forestry 
and fishing, and of the economic and social needs 
of the small communities on these coasts, by 
promoting sustainable forms of social and economic 
development, which in themselves conserve and 
enhance natural beauty and heritage features. 

The targets for Heritage Coasts are:

�� The creation or retention of a strip of grassland 
or semi-natural vegetation along Heritage 
Coasts behind the beach or cliff edge, normally 
accommodating the coastal path, or where 
appropriate in the landscape, a field’s width;

�� The removal or amelioration of eyesores identified in 
the management plan;

�� The protection and enhancement of landscape 
features identified in the management plan;

�� A continuous coast path along each Heritage Coast, 
and all rights of way in the Heritage Coast properly 
managed;

�� Litter clearance and collection to be related to the 
highest standards for amenity beaches, as set out 
in the Code of Practice issued by the Department of 
the Environment;

�� All intensively used beaches on Heritage Coasts to be 
designated as ‘bathing beaches’, complying with the 
European Community directive on bathing water quality. 

Every Heritage Coast should have a Management Plan 
incorporating the targets set out above, suitably related 
to the character of the coast, and a timetable for their 
implementation. 

Heritage Coasts are given explicit 
mention in Paragraph 114 of 
the National Planning Policy 
Framework: “Local planning 
authorities should … maintain 
the character of the undeveloped 
coast, protecting and enhancing its 
distinctive landscapes, particularly 
in areas defined as Heritage Coast, 
and improve public access to and 
enjoyment of the coast.”

Section 3 - AONBs: The bigger picture

Right: Soar Mill Cove
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Section 4

Vision

4.1 Inspirational South Devon
The South Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty is one of 
Britain’s finest protected landscapes - loved for its rugged cliffs, sandy 
coves, peaceful countryside, picturesque villages, rolling hills, colourful 
hedge banks, and secretive estuaries. It is an ancient countryside with 
strong links to the sea and generations of human activity etched into 
the grain of the landscape. The AONB is also home to 31,000 people, 
a thriving and dynamic work place, a centre for active and creative 
community life and a popular destination for visitors seeking  
rest, recreation and inspiration.

At a time of great change and pressure for the  
countryside and our seas, everyone has a  
part to play in shaping the future of this  
very special place. This Management  
Plan seeks to ensure we hand onto the  
next generation an area still worthy  
of its national designation.
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4.2 Our Vision for the AONB 

Our vision for the AONB is a place valued, recognised and treasured forever for its 
nationally important natural beauty and distinctive character:

�� its rugged, undeveloped coastline with wooded estuaries, secluded river valleys, rolling hills, 
abundant wildlife and rich natural environment;

�� its distinctive historic landscape character including its patchwork fields, Devon banks and 
hedges, green lanes, historic settlements and archaeological remains shaped by centuries of 
human activity and maritime and farming traditions; 

�� its rural tranquillity, dark skies, fresh air, clean water, fertile soils and mild climate;

�� its living, working countryside where community and economic activity sustain the landscape 
and bring prosperity and social well-being to ensure a good quality of life for its residents.

Start Point
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Section 5

Management 
Themes
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5.1.1 Landscape Character 

The distinctive high quality landscape of the AONB has been enhanced, and the 
Area’s special qualities are widely understood and applied in decision making 
processes. Change has been consistent with character, and opportunities 
have been taken to improve landscape features in poor condition.

The South Devon AONB has a fabulously diverse 
landscape ranging from windswept coastal 
plateaux, cliffs and beaches to river valleys 

and creeks, steeply sloping combes, intricate 
field patterns amongst rolling farmland, and 

settlements ranging from busy market towns to 
isolated farmsteads and small villages.

5.1: The Physical Environment

Policies

Lan/P1 Character
The special qualities, distinctive character and key 
features of the South Devon AONB landscape and 
seascape will be conserved and enhanced.

Lan/P2 Technical assessments
The use of Landscape and Seascape Character 
Assessments and Historic Landscape and Seascape 
Characterisation will be advocated so that land use and 
marine planning and management decisions respect, 
maintain and where possible enhance the special 
qualities of the South Devon AONB.

Lan/P3 Landscape condition
Opportunities will be sought to strengthen landscape 
character by improving the condition of existing 
landscape features in poor condition and reinstating 
landscape features identified as missing or fragmented.

Lan/P4 Tranquillity
Levels of tranquillity throughout the South Devon 
AONB will be maintained and, where practicable 
enhanced, in order to ensure this special quality is not 
further devalued.

Lan/P5 Skylines & visual intrusion
The character of skylines and open views into, within 
and out of the South Devon AONB will be protected. 
Suitable alternatives to infrastructure responsible 
for visual intrusion will be sought together with 
improvements to reduce the visual impact of unsightly 
past development. Priorities include protection 
against intrusive energy generation, transmission 
and communications infrastructure; external lighting 
that creates night time scenic intrusion; and visually 
dominating buildings that are inconsistent with 
landscape character.

Lan/P6 Seascape
The open undeveloped seascape seen from the coast 
forms a defining setting for the South Devon AONB: 
the long uninterrupted views, wild character and 
natural horizons will be protected and sustained. 

Lan/P7 Setting to the AONB
The deeply rural character of much of the land 
adjoining the AONB boundary forms an essential 
setting for the AONB and care will be taken to 
maintain its quality and character.

Right: North Huish looking towards Dartmoor
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Objectives

Lan/O1 
To develop tools and resources to assist in 
monitoring, understanding and managing changes 
in landscape character and condition.

Lan/O2 
To prevent the deterioration in condition of 
those special qualities of the South Devon AONB 
landscape and its setting that are under threat from 
visual intrusion.

Lan/O3 
To manage and improve the condition of those 
special qualities of the South Devon AONB 
landscape recognised as having been degraded or 
that are in poor condition.

Lan/O4 
To engage communities in understanding and 
appreciating the special qualities of the South 
Devon AONB. 

Key Facts & Figures 

The Devon landscape character assessment recorded 
ten different Landscape Character Areas in the AONB 
influenced by 12 Landscape Character Types. The most 
widespread types are the open coastal plateaux (25%) and 
river valley slopes and combes (29%).

The South Devon landscape character is intimately linked 
with the sea. Underwater topography reveals the presence 
of earlier watercourses and shorelines dating from times 
of lower sea level. Inland, watercourses and their river 
catchments create strong links with Dartmoor to the north 
where all the main AONB watercourses rise. On clear 
days this link with Dartmoor is even more obvious when 
the moor creates an impressive backdrop to the area’s 
northerly views.

Only 8% of the AONB experiences truly dark skies at night 
(the lowest category of light pollution identified in recent 
satellite surveys). This compares with 36% for Devon and 
24% for the South West region as a whole. 

On average, the South Devon AONB is marginally more 
tranquil than the national norm. 11% is classified as 
very high tranquillity, 42% as high tranquillity, 40% as 
moderate tranquillity, 7% as low tranquillity and 0.5% as 
very low tranquillity. When compared to the coarser study 
undertaken by CPRE in the early 1990s, this represents a 
worsening picture.

The European Landscape Convention became binding 
on the UK on the 1st March 2007. Its implementation 
provides a challenge to improve the perception, 
understanding and care of all landscapes through 
improved collaboration, better public involvement and the 
integration of polices and actions.

Progress & Successes

The Devon Landscape Policy Group’s recent work 
has included developing a robust approach to 
landscape character assessment, developing landscape 
management guidelines and advice notes and providing 
landscape training.

Work on County Landscape Character Areas was 
concluded in 2012 and Landscape Character Types 
in 2008, in combination providing a comprehensive 
Landscape Character Assessment resource for the area. 
A finer scaled Landscape Character Assessment for the 
Torbay area and a Brixham Urban-Fringe Study have 
been completed. 

The South West Peninsula Historic Seascape 
Characterisation was concluded in 2013.

These pieces of work will help to increase understanding 
of the AONB landscape and provide useful tools to enable 
others to consider landscape as part of their decision 
making processes.

From left: Winter, Blackpool Sands; Mouth of the Avon Estuary
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Forces for Change

Lan/F1 Cumulative impacts
The cumulative impact of many small scale changes 
is being strongly felt at a landscape scale across the 
South Devon AONB. Approaches to change that respect 
distinctive local character are increasingly needed to avoid 
further damaging cumulative impacts.

Lan/F2 Seascape
The use of Seascape Character Assessment is gaining 
increasing significance as a tool to assist in understanding 
the inter-relationships between land and sea.

Lan/F3 Development
Continued development in the countryside at levels 
indicated in strategic planning documents, together 
with growth in car usage, are likely to diminish levels of 
tranquillity, particularly around the urban fringes to the 
east and west of the AONB.

Lan/F4 Lighting
Changes to street lighting and better control over lighting 
provision in new developments are reducing the spread of 
light pollution.

Lan/F5 European Landscape Convention
The European Landscape Convention promotes the 
protection, management and planning of all landscapes.

21

Urban Fringe, Brixham; 
Above left: Dusk overlooking West Charleton
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5.1.2 Natural Resources & Climate 

The sustainable use and management of our primary resources - 
soil, water, air and waste - are practised by residents, businesses 
and visitors; and our local communities are successfully adapting 
to the changing climate.

Clean seas, fresh air, pure water, fertile soils and a mild 
climate are essential to the quality of life in the AONB. 

The wealth of natural resources and processes provided 
by our landscape sustain us. Our future prosperity and 

wellbeing depend on managing these resources well and 
adapting to the challenges of climate change.

Policies

NatRes/P1 Natural resources
The environmentally sustainable management of 
natural resources within the South Devon AONB will 
be promoted and any plans for their management 
will have due regard for South Devon AONB purposes 
and work with physical processes that are resilient to 
climate change.

NatRes/P2 Water quality
The highest standards of water quality will be 
secured throughout the South Devon AONB. The 
effective integration of land, freshwater and estuary 
management will be sought at a river catchment 
scale, to address sustainable soil, waste and nutrient 
management, point source and diffuse pollution, and 
the abstraction, supply and use of water. 

NatRes/P3 Pollution
Effective contingency planning will be maintained 
to guide emergency responses to pollution incidents 
affecting land, sea and air.

NatRes/P4 Climate change
Communities will be assisted to develop resilience 
in adapting to climate change whilst ensuring that 
the special qualities of the South Devon AONB are 
conserved and enhanced.

NatRes/P5 Waste
Domestic and commercial waste reduction, 
management and recycling initiatives will be supported 
and promoted, where they conserve natural resources 
and enhance landscape character. This includes the 
reuse of locally distinctive building materials.

NatRes/P6 Energy
Initiatives will be supported that reduce energy usage 
and carbon dioxide emissions, and increase energy 
efficiency and the use of renewable heat and power 
sources particularly from woodfuel, where these 
initiatives conserve and enhance the special qualities of 
the South Devon AONB and promote the principal of 
good environmental stewardship of resources.

NatRes/P7 Flooding & erosion
Approaches to flood risk management and erosion 
control which work with natural processes, conserve 
the natural environment and improve biodiversity will 
be advocated and supported.Left: Burgh Island in the storm
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Key Facts & Figures

18 popular beaches are regularly monitored against 
Bathing Water Directive criteria. High rainfall during 2012 
caused two AONB bathing waters to fail the mandatory 
minimum standard, whilst six met the minimum and 10 
met the higher standards.

Of 139kms of watercourses in the AONB, 38% achieve 
good ecological status. For other water bodies: one 
standing water body is of moderate ecological status; five 
coastal water bodies are classified as moderate and one as 
good; two estuary water bodies are classified as moderate 
and three as good; and three groundwater bodies are of 
good ecological status.

The AONB’s hydrology is strongly linked to catchment 
areas outside of the AONB. Many water related issues 
need to be tackled at a full river catchment scale for 
actions to be effective. In 2013, 85% of AONB survey 
participants felt that the AONB’s rivers were looked after 
to an acceptable standard.

There are no designated air quality management areas 
within the AONB. Any air pollution is likely to be related 
to vehicle exhaust gases.

The district of South Hams achieved a household recycling 
rate of 54% in 2012/13 compared to 21% in 2003/04. Torbay 
achieved 45%. (This does not take into account trade waste).

Objectives

NatRes/O1 
To meet the water quality targets for the Bathing 
Water Regulations and Water Framework Directive.

NatRes/O2 
To maintain the South Devon AONB free from 
environmental pollution.

NatRes/O3 
To manage and conserve the South Devon AONB’s 
soil resources sustainably. 

NatRes/O4 
To understand and respond to the impacts of predicted 
climate change on the natural beauty, special 
qualities and landscape of the South Devon AONB.

NatRes/O5 
To provide guidance on the types and scales of energy 
efficiency measures and renewable energy technologies 
that are consistent with conserving and enhancing 
the special qualities of the South Devon AONB.

Approximately 80% of the AONB is in the uppermost 
category of domestic heat demand. A significant 
proportion of the AONB housing stock has solid stone 
walls and single glazed windows providing limited 
opportunity to improve insulation. Only about 15% of the 
AONB is connected to the gas supply grid and much of the 
area is heavily reliant on heating oil as a primary fuel for 
domestic heating. 

Progress & Successes

A concerted effort is being made to improve water quality 
in the area through programmes including the Catchment 
Sensitive Farming Initiative, the South Hams Rivers 
Improvement Project, “Upstream Thinking”, and upgrades 
to waste water treatment works.

With support from the Catchment Sensitive Farming 
capital grant scheme, improvement works have been 
carried out on farms in the AONB river catchments over 
the last five years to reduce diffuse agricultural pollution 
and soil erosion. 

The Beachlive website launched by South West Water to 
give live data on risks to bathing water quality won the 
2012 water industry achievement awards.

Significant quantities of litter continue to be regularly 
removed from the area’s beaches and estuary foreshores by 
groups of dedicated volunteers.From left: A379 Slapton Sands covered in shingle after February 2014 storm;  

Solar Array from the top of Kerswell Hill, Diptford; Hope Cove
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Small scale renewable energy installations have become 
more common, focusing on roof-mounted solar pv panels 
and a small number of farm-based wind turbines.

Forces for Change

NatRes/F1 Climate change impacts
Climate change is already having an impact on the South 
Devon AONB’s special qualities and key features, especially 
the shoreline and intertidal habitats. However, little 
systematic work has been done locally on modelling how 
these will affect the landscape in future.

NatRes/F2 Rainfall 
Winters are becoming wetter with a 5-20% increase in 
rainfall predicted by 2050. This, together with more 
extreme storm events, increases the risk of localised 
flooding, bypasses of waste water treatment works and soil 
loss from exposed agricultural soils. 

NatRes/F3 Drought
Summers are becoming drier with a 10-40% decrease in 
rainfall predicted by 2050 causing low river flows and 
potential damage to habitats and species.

NatRes/F4 Temperature rise
Average summer temperatures are predicted to be as much as 
3.5°C higher by 2050. New pests and diseases like blue tongue 
are already being experienced and the frequency of algal 
blooms, deoxygenation events and fish deaths in estuaries 
and other water bodies has been linked to temperature rises.

NatRes/F5 Water Framework Directive
The imperative of meeting Water Framework Directive 
targets, and more stringent quality standards for bathing 
waters, are acting as powerful drivers for action and 
investment.

NatRes/F6 Run-off
The continuing trend of major building development up-
river has the potential to increase nutrient loadings, storm 
water runoff rates, siltation and pollution incidents. 

NatRes/F7 Pollution in estuaries
Diffuse agricultural pollution and nutrient enrichment, 
algal blooms, endocrine disruptors, antibiotics, medicine 
by-products and local pollution from boating activities 
(sewage, fuels and antifoulants) are all perceived to have 
damaging impacts on the estuaries and are threatening the 
viability of commercial shellfisheries. 

NatRes/F8 Coastal pollution
The coastline remains vulnerable to major pollution 
incidents from shipping while the dumping of rubbish at 
sea brings litter from long distances onto the shoreline 
throughout the year. 

NatRes/F9 Agricultural pollution
Climate change, and increased storminess in particular, 
are likely to worsen soil erosion and diffuse agricultural 
pollution; in addition to creating difficult harvesting 
conditions and weather damage to cereal crops. At the 
same time, farmers will need to comply with increasingly 
stringent rules on the use and storage of fertilisers and 
organic manures to prevent nutrient loss into streams 
and rivers.

NatRes/F10 Recycling
Increasingly stretching waste recycling targets are being 
set by government creating challenges for collection and 
processing. A recycling rate target of 60% by 2020 has 
been set by Devon County Council.

NatRes/F11 Carbon dioxide 
The Climate Change Act 2008 set a legally binding target for 
reducing UK carbon dioxide emissions by at least 26% by 
2020 and at least 80% by 2050, compared to 1990 levels.

NatRes/F12 Renewable energy
By 2016, Government policy will require 20% of the 
energy needs of new developments to be generated 
on-site through renewable energy technologies. The UK 
Renewable Energy Strategy contains a target to produce 
15% of the UK’s energy demand from renewable sources 
by 2020.

Above: Wind turbine at Marley Thatch Farm from Kerswell Hill, Diptford; 
Below: Tidal Control valve at South Efford Marsh
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5.1.3  Biodiversity and Geodiversity

A rich variety of habitats, species and earth 
heritage features flourish throughout the 
AONB, understood and appreciated by 
residents and visitors alike.

The area supports an outstanding range of habitats, species and geological features –  
ranging from salt marshes, reedbeds and eelgrass to hedge banks, ancient oak 

woodlands, farmland and coastal grasslands; and from the high energy exposed 
shoreline with sea arches, wave-cut platforms, crags, cliffs, dunes and shingle 

ridges to sheltered marine inlets with expansive mudflats. Our natural environment 
provides a varied, colourful landscape tapestry which enriches and supports the lives 

of residents and visitors and underpins the tourism economy.

Policies

BioGeo/P1 Designated sites
Designated sites of international, national and local 
importance for biodiversity and geodiversity will be 
protected from damage, be managed effectively to 
achieve their conservation objectives, and be better 
linked to the wider habitat network.

BioGeo/P2 Priority species
Priority species (legally protected species, species of 
principal importance and other significant species for 
South Devon AONB) will be protected and conserved. 
Targeted action will be taken to support the recovery 
of priority species whose conservation is not delivered 
through wider habitat-based measures.

BioGeo/P3 Ecological networks
Opportunities will be sought to establish well 
functioning ecological networks at a landscape scale to 
improve connectivity and resilience, strengthen landscape 

character and safeguard, for the benefit of wildlife and people, 
those services provided by the natural environment. This 
approach will also provide for the creation, enhancement or 
planned “migration” of habitats which are under threat from 
human activity, climate change or sea level rise, using the 
Devon Nature Map and its Strategic Nature Areas as guidance.

BioGeo/P4 Geodiversity
The conservation and enhancement of significant 
geological and geomorphological features throughout the 
area will be sought, underpinned by a presumption in 
favour of sustaining natural processes. 

BioGeo/P5 Reconnecting people and wildlife
Opportunities will be sought to reconnect the AONB’s 
residents, visitors and workforce with nature, to promote 
appreciation of the benefits nature provides to us and to 
inspire positive action.

BioGeo/P6 Positive cumulative impacts
Opportunities will be sought to maximise the benefits for 
wildlife from the positive management of all types of land 

including farmland, private gardens, community spaces 
and publicly owned land.

BioGeo/P7 Damage and disturbance
Increased recreational pressure will be resisted at 
locations where unacceptable damage or disturbance 
to vulnerable habitats and species is likely to arise.

BioGeo/P8 Invasive non-native species
A strategic approach to the control, or eradication 
where feasible, of invasive non-native species will be 
taken where they threaten to damage local habitats 
and species, and where action is practicable. The 
provision of guidance and advice to landowners with 
the most damaging invasive non-native species will be 
central to this approach.

Note: please also refer to section 5.1.5 for additional relevant 
policies about land management and high nature value 
farming; and to section 5.1.7 for policies about fisheries.

Above: Wild flowers at Little Dartmouth
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Objectives

BioGeo/O1
To develop coordinated and effective landscape scale 
initiatives and a clearer plan of action for the wider 
countryside that use Biodiversity 2020, Devon Nature 
Map and its Strategic Nature Areas to prioritise the 
improvement of habitat in poor condition, restore and 
extend priority habitat, and deliver multiple benefits 
for wildlife and people.

BioGeo/O3 
To promote awareness of the duty to have regard 
for biodiversity (s40 Natural Environment and 
Rural Communities Act 2006) and ensure that all 
public bodies are responding positively to this duty, 
particularly in relation to biodiversity forming the 
special qualities of the AONB.

BioGeo/O4 
To celebrate the wealth of habitats, species and earth 
heritage features in the AONB and inspire positive 
action and recording. 

BioGeo/O5 
To develop a better biodiversity evidence base and 
improve access to data and data sharing.

BioGeo/O6 
To sustain effective biodiversity monitoring frameworks 
that enable meaningful reporting of trends in priority 
AONB habitats and species.

BioGeo/O7 
To increase understanding of non-native invasive 
species affecting the AONB and stimulate action to 
reverse their spread where action is practicable.

Key Facts & Figures

18 Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) cover 2017ha 
including four Special Areas of Conservation and two 
National Nature Reserves. In 2013 96% of the AONB SSSI 
area met Natural England’s criteria for being in favourable 
or recovering condition. A further two marine Special Areas 
of Conservation adjoin the AONB coastline.

177 County Wildlife Sites cover 4887ha or 14.5% of the 
AONB with 57% of these considered to be in positive 
management in 2009. These sites represent locally 
important remnant habitats and provide stepping stones 
for broader ecological networks.

There are nine Geological Conservation Review Sites and 
27 County Geological Sites within and close to the AONB 
boundary. The part of the AONB within Torbay forms a 
significant part of the English Riviera Global Geopark.

Geological features include cliff and quarry exposures of 
Devonian marine slates; metamorphic schists of the Start 
peninsula; Permian sandstones and breccias; volcanic 
intrusions; and reef limestones with fossils. Important 
landform features include drowned estuaries, shingle 
barrier beaches, sea cliffs and raised beaches. 

Above from left: Thurlestone beach and rock arch; Family bug hunt at 
Holsome Park, Diptford; Coastal vegetation; 
Left: Greater Horseshoe Bat

BioGeo/O2
To bring into 
favourable condition 
and sustain in 
positive management 
all designated 
sites within and 
adjoining the AONB 
and promote public 
appreciation and 
understanding of 
them.
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The South Devon AONB is home to an extensive and rich 
variety of habitats and species too numerous to list in this 
strategy. However, the table on the right highlights habitats 
and species of particular importance that are found in South 
Devon, based on habitat inventories and species records. 
This list is not exhaustive. Species highlighted in bold 
are considered endemic to the South Devon AONB; and 
habitats highlighted in bold are particularly significant.

The only remaining UK population of the rare cuckoo bee 
Nomada sexfasciata, reliant on the long horned mining bee 
Eucera longicornis hangs on along a short stretch of the 
South Devon coast within the Prawle Point to Start Point 
SSSI. The soft cliffs of this SSSI are recognised as being 
one of the most important sites for solitary bees and wasps 
in the UK. Over 100 species have been recorded including 
many rare and scarce species. The high cliff coast between 
Bolt Head and Bolt Tail supports oil beetles including the 
Mediterranean oil beetle rediscovered in 2010 and the first 
UK record for over 100 years.

Nationally the UK has seen a 99% decline in Greater 
Horseshoe Bat populations over the last 100 years, but South 
Devon remains one of the last important strongholds for this 
species and is the focus of coordinated conservation activity.

In 2013, 40% of AONB survey participants ranked the 
conservation of habitats and species as the most important 
priority to be addressed in the South Devon AONB over 
the next five years.

Internationally Important Of importance for South Devon
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�� Vegetated sea cliffs;
�� Dry grassland 

and scrubland 
on calcareous 
substrates;
�� Coastal vegetated 

shingle.

�� Maritime grassland and heathland;
�� Flower-rich meadows and pastures; 
�� Sand dunes;
�� Salt marsh;
�� Hedgerows on banks (Devon hedges);
�� Freshwater lagoons with marsh and reedbeds;
�� Orchards;
�� Oak and wet woodlands;
�� Traditional orchards;
�� Cereal field margins.
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�� 13 of the 18 British bat 
species including Greater 
Horseshoe Bat;
�� Shore dock;
�� Early gentian;
�� Common otter;
�� Large blue butterfly 

(reintroduction).

�� Mammals including brown hare and dormouse;
�� Fish including Atlantic salmon and European eel;
�� Butterflies and moths including pearl bordered fritillary, small blue and silver-

studded blue;
�� Insects including long horned mining bee, cuckoo bee, Mediterranean 

and short necked oil beetles, hornet robberfly, great green bush cricket;
�� Ferns including southern polypody;
�� Several rare lichen species;
�� Flowering plants including strapwort, Deptford pink, dwarf spiked rush,  

field eryngo, small flowered catchfly, pennyroyal, water germander;
�� Birds including cirl bunting, Cetti’s warbler, grasshopper warbler and guillemot.
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s �� Sandbanks slightly 
covered by seawater 
all the time;
�� Large shallow sheltered 

marine inlets;
�� Exposed and sheltered 

rocky foreshores.

�� Sea grass beds;
�� Mudflats;
�� Estuarine reedbed;
�� Coastal and underwater caves;
�� Tide swept channels within estuaries.
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�� Common dolphin;
�� White beaked dolphin;
�� Harbour porpoise;
�� Leatherback turtle;
�� Grey seal.

�� Flowering plants including eelgrasses;
�� Cnidaria including pink sea fan and sea-fan anemone;
�� Basking shark;
�� Molluscs including fan mussel and native oyster;
�� Arthropods including European spiny lobster;
�� Cephalopods including cuttlefish;
�� Fish including seahorses, sea bass, Allis shad and lesser sand eel;
�� Anelida including tentacled lagoon worm;
�� Several rare red seaweeds.

Above: Vegetation at Slapton Sands, Torcross
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Progress & Successes

The importance and continuity of the AONB’s marine 
habitats have been given much greater prominence 
through the Marine Protected Areas programme including 
the recent designation of new marine Special Areas of 
Conservation adjacent to the AONB boundary and two 
new statutory Marine Conservation Zones. 

The SSSI area in favourable or recovering condition rose 
from 43% in 2003 to 96% in 2013. 

Local Nature Partnerships for Devon and Plymouth have 
been recently established to provide a more strategic 
drive to improve the natural environment, augmenting 
the work of the Plymouth and South Devon Green 
Infrastructure Partnerships. 

The Devon Nature Map highlights areas of opportunity for 
priority habitat expansion and restoration. The Strategic 
Nature Areas developed through this work assist in guiding 
habitat restoration and creation work in the area in 
support of the government’s Biodiversity 2020 strategy.

Large scale habitat improvement is being successfully 
undertaken in the mid Avon Valley by a collaborative 
partnership of organisations and landowners. 

The Environmental Stewardship programme has 
continued to yield benefits for nature conservation 
including species such as the cirl bunting and greater 
horseshoe bat. The Cirl Bunting species recovery 
project has increased the numbers of recorded birds. 
The 2009 survey recorded 862 pairs in South Devon 
(approximately 60% of the national population). 

Devon Knotweed Forum members including the 
South Devon AONB Partnership have made progress 
in tackling a good proportion of the area’s Japanese 
knotweed outbreaks. 

Forces for Change

BioGeo/F1 National Strategy
Professor Sir John Lawton found that nature in England 
is highly fragmented and unable to respond effectively to 
pressures such as climate and demographic change. The 
government’s subsequent Natural Choice white paper and 
Biodiversity 2020 strategy present a challenge to improve 
the quality of current sites; increase the size of sites; enhance 
corridors between or join up sites; create new sites; and reduce 
pressures on wildlife by improving the wider environment.

BioGeo/F2 Habitat opportunities
The England Biodiversity Group has identified the South 
Devon National Character Area as having high potential to 
contribute to hedgerow and lowland meadow habitat creation 
targets; and medium potential to contribute to traditional 
orchard and arable field margin habitat creation targets. 

BioGeo/F3 Agricultural change
Some modern agricultural practices are thought to be 
contributing to a continuing gradual decline of many 
formerly common wildlife species and their habitats. The 
medium sized mixed farms traditional to South Devon 
seem best suited to supporting biodiversity, but the future 
for these enterprises is uncertain. On the coastal and 
inland plateaux much of the agricultural land is highly 
productive and under competing pressures. Conversely, 
under-management of non-farmed areas and a reduction 
in overall livestock numbers are causing the gradual 
decline of some grassland, scrub and coastal habitats.

BioGeo/F4 SSSI condition
48% of AONB SSSIs remain in some form of unfavourable 
condition, however 92% of these have been assessed as 
recovering, typically due to appropriate management 
being introduced, though the impacts of this may take 
some time to take effect.

BioGeo/F5 Fragmentation
The fragmentation of habitats has reduced the ability 
of less mobile species to move successfully, leading to 
isolation and loss. 

BioGeo/F6 Local wildlife sites
The extent, condition and integrity of the network of “local 
sites” that generally receive lower levels of protection, 
resources and attention continue to be of concern. The large 
number of sites, associated costs of re-survey and limited 
strategic support all present difficulties.

BioGeo/F7 Climate change
As our current “climate space” moves northwards, habitats 
and species will be significantly affected. Some will flourish. 
Some will lack suitable conditions, time or space to migrate 
and are likely to be lost. Standing waters, floodplain and 
grazing marsh, saltmarsh, vegetated shingle and maritime 
cliffs and slopes are at particular risk from sea level rise, 
elevated temperatures and increased storminess. 

BioGeo/F8 New initiatives
A range of new initiatives is emerging to support future 
biodiversity work including: payment for Ecosystem Services; 
the key priorities of the Devon Local Nature Partnership; the 
recognition by the Heart of the South West Local Enterprise 
Partnership of the importance of a well functioning high 
quality environment; and the principal of Offsetting designed 
to give biodiversity benefits in compensation for losses when 
damage to nature through development cannot be avoided.

BioGeo/F9 Invasive species
Invasive non-native species continue to expand and alter the 
balance of natural biodiversity. Japanese knotweed can cause 
significant financial and structural damage and Himalayan 
balsam appears to be beyond control. In the marine 
environment, the sheer number and variety of invasive 
species and the difficulty in controlling them present real 
challenges for our native wildlife.

BioGeo/F10 Species recording
Our knowledge of biodiversity and geodiversity continues 
to be over-reliant on the good-will and skill of a reducing 
number of specialist volunteer wildlife recorders.
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Policies

Hist/P1 Cultural and historic environment
The identification, protection and active conservation 
of the AONB’s cultural and historic environment will be 
promoted and supported.

Hist/P2 A heritage asset
The entire South Devon AONB landscape will be 
regarded as a single unified heritage asset of national 
importance, given the number and extent of designated 
and non-designated historic features and the age and 
complexity of the field, road and settlement pattern.

Hist/P3 Public access
Public access will be encouraged to those 
archaeological and historic sites that are well protected 
and managed and able to withstand visitor pressure 
without undue harm to their nature conservation 
interests and physical features. 

Hist/P4 Statutory protection
Statutory protection together with appropriate 
management will be sought for the most important 
historic monuments and buildings. 

Hist/P5 Community participation
Local community participation will be encouraged in 
the research, recording, celebration, promotion, care 
and conservation of cultural heritage and historic 
features. 

Hist/P6 Technical resources
The use of Historic Landscape and Seascape 
Characterisation, the Historic Environment Record, 
Tithe Maps and other tools and information resources 
will be promoted in order to inform projects, policies 
and activities. 

Hist/P7 Coastal heritage
Coastal heritage sites will be incorporated into 
adaptation plans and realignment measures through 
recording, promoting, understanding and recognising 
their historic significance and contribution to coastal 
landscape character.

Hist/P8 Land management
The protection and enhancement of historic 
environment assets shall be integrated into other 
land management initiatives in the AONB, such as 
catchment sensitive farming, habitat improvement 
projects, river improvement projects etc.

5.1.4 Historic Environment

The distinctive historic and cultural 
features of the AONB are actively 
conserved and protected, widely 
understood and appreciated. 

The South Devon AONB has a real sense of time depth. A patchwork of small fields, hedge banks, 
green lanes, orchards and small settlements has developed over thousands of years. The AONB 

has been the threshold to Devon and England for millennia forming the front door for movements 
of people, goods and ideas. Sometimes called “deepest South Hams”, it is a cultural landscape of 

national significance. The long heritage of maritime, trading, farming and military activity has left 
a rich and diverse legacy of buildings, monuments, historic places and archaeological remains. 

Right: Aerial view of parkland and woodland at Lupton House, Brixham
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Objectives

Hist/O1 
To conserve and enhance the historic environment 
features of the AONB and effectively target those 
heritage features most at risk.

Hist/O2 
To involve and engage communities in exploring, 
celebrating and caring for the historic environment 
of the AONB and the cultural services it provides.

Hist/O3 
To improve our knowledge and understanding of 
the extent and condition of the AONB’s historic 
environment resource and use this information to 
inform management decisions.

Key Facts & Figures 

The AONB has 5124 Historic Environment Record entries 
including 55 Scheduled Monuments; 565 hectares of 
registered Historic Parkland at seven sites; 39 historic 
Conservation Areas; 1309 Listed Buildings; and two 
protected wreck sites lying just offshore.

Prehistoric features in the AONB landscape include 
complex field systems, drovers’ tracks and ridge ways, 
burial mounds, earthworks, hut circles, settlement 
enclosures and hill forts. Further distinctiveness in the 
rural landscape was added in the medieval period and 
later, with farmsteads, field enclosures, deer parks, 
rabbit warrens, quarries and country estates with 
designed landscapes. Recent aerial survey suggests that 
catchmeadows were once common in the coastal valleys.

The network of narrow winding lanes and turnpikes brought 
toll houses, stone bridges and milestones, connecting a 
dispersed pattern of rural villages and farmsteads.

Historic coastal features include military defences, as well 
as navigation marks, lighthouses, coastguard cottages, 
shipwrecks and ancient trading settlements. The shoreline 
preserves traces of human activity long since submerged 
by sea level rise. The estuaries feature dams, weirs, 
watermills, boat houses, lime kilns, castles and quays.

Well-known historic associations include the D-Day practice 
landings site at Slapton, the medieval castles and streets 
of Dartmouth, the ruined fishing village at Hallsands, the 
Victorian fortress on Berry Head, and the National Trust 
houses of Greenway, Coleton Fishacre and Overbecks. 

Progress & Successes

A major three-year programme of repairs, interpretation 
and visitor facility improvements has recently been 
completed to the Victorian-era fort at Berry Head. 

The condition of three Scheduled Monuments at risk (an 
Iron Age cliff castle, three bowl barrows and a medieval 
settlement and castle) was improved and they were 
removed from the Heritage at Risk Register representing a 
12.5% reduction in those assets remaining at risk. 

An Historic Seascape Characterisation project was 
completed in 2013.

The South West Coast Path Unlocking Our Coastal Heritage 
project provided funding for repairs and interpretation at a 
number of prominent coastal historic features. 

The AONB Unit’s 50th Anniversary year and the more 
recent Cordiale project have involved many communities in 
researching, recording and celebrating their local histories 
and heritage.From left: Bearscombe Farm, near Kingsbridge; Thatched cottage, 

Holbeton; Coleton Fishacre House
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2013 was the 10th year of archaeological excavation at  
the Mount Folly Enclosures site, Bigbury-on-Sea.

Work on the South Devon Rapid Coastal Zone Assessment 
and National Mapping Project commenced in 2013 
resulting in the discovery of a significant number of 
previously unrecorded sites, now added to the Historic 
Environment Record.

Forces for Change

Hist/F1 Resource shortages
Despite the many successes highlighted above, the level 
of resources currently available for historic environment 
research and conservation is insufficient to meet the 
objectives of the South Devon AONB Management Plan 
and careful prioritisation is needed.

Hist/F2 Neglect and demolition
Continuing neglect is damaging certain types of historic 
feature such as field barns and estuary and coastal features 
with no current use. Some types have been lost through 
demolition, such as World War II structures.

Hist/F3 Monuments at risk
The condition of the nationally important scheduled 
monuments within the South Devon AONB is threatened 
by a number of factors including cultivation, scrub 
encroachment, burrowing animals and climate change.  

In 2013, 17 out of the 55 scheduled monuments in the  
AONB were recorded as being at risk, together with one  
grade I Listed Building and three grade II* Listed Buildings.

Hist/F4 Conversion and redevelopment
Historic features and cultural associations have been lost 
through conversion to other uses, such as agricultural barns, 
and boatyard sites on the Dart and Salcombe estuaries.  
Recent Government consultations on proposals to allow the 
reuse of farm buildings under permitted development rights 
could worsen the situation. 

Hist/F5 Inundation
Climate change will continue to affect coastal and estuarine 
archaeology, where much has already been inundated by 
earlier sea level rise. The remaining sites are fragile and 
poorly documented (if at all) and some are suffering loss  
and damage from storm and erosion, such as Salcombe  
Castle and Hallsands ruined village. 

Hist/F6 Skills and labour
Despite the valuable work of the Devon Rural Skills Trust and 
others, there is a shortage of skills and labour to undertake 
sensitive restoration work. There are no active quarries supplying 
characteristic local building stone within the South Devon AONB.

Hist/F7 Disconnection
The passing of the generation of people who lived in the area 
before the Wars, mass tourism, and suburban expansion, is 
weakening our cultural connection with the past.

31

From left: Traditional buildings at Bearscombe 
Farm, Kingsbridge; East Portlemouth Church 
Below: Lime Kiln
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5.1.5 Farming & Land Management

A sustainable and profitable farming 
and forestry sector provides high quality 
produce while actively conserving and 
enhancing the environment.

The patchwork landscape of small fields, hedge banks, walls, hedgerow trees, woods, orchards 
and farmsteads was created by farmers and foresters over hundreds of years. Their continued 

work is essential in keeping the AONB a distinctive, productive, working agricultural landscape.

A wide range of public benefits (“ecosystem services”) is provided by farmland and woods 
including food, fuel, fibre, recreation, wildlife habitats, genetic diversity, landscape, erosion 
control, flood protection, climate regulation, carbon storage, air and water purification, soil 

formation and nutrient recycling.

Policies

LanMan/P1 Critical to the AONB’s future
A profitable, sustainable and environmentally 
beneficial farming and land management sector 
providing high quality food, fuel, timber and benefits 
to people and wildlife will be fostered as one of the 
principal means of maintaining the special qualities 
and distinctive landscape of the AONB. 

LanMan/P2 Farming with nature
Support will be sought for farmers and land managers 
who sustain land of exceptional landscape and nature  
conservation interest, often referred to as High Nature Value  
farmland and woodland, in recognition of the additional 
costs incurred in operating these farming systems.

LanMan/P3 Hedgebanks, trees, woodlands  
and orchards
The retention and sensitive management of trees and 
woodlands will be promoted, especially the hedge 
banks, hedgerow trees, historic parkland trees, ancient 
woodlands, small woods, orchards, veteran and ancient 
trees which are of particular importance in the AONB. 
The planting of orchards, specimen trees and some new 
woods will be encouraged, subject to existing biodiversity 
interests and the careful selection of sites and species 
to reflect and strengthen local landscape character.

LanMan/P4 Environmental land management 
High quality environmental land management will be 
promoted to help conserve and enhance the special qualities 
and distinctive agricultural landscape of the AONB, including 
historic environment and geodiversity features, habitats and 
species of importance, local breeds of livestock and varieties 
of plants, and traditional working farmstead buildings. 

LanMan/P5 Communities, farming and our 
environment
Wider community engagement with the farming and land 
management sector will enable a deeper understanding of 
the important role played by land managers in maintaining 
the AONB’s special qualities, and providing the food, 
produce and natural environment services we all rely on. 

LanMan/P6 Evolving farms
The evolution of farm types, modernisation activities, 
diversification enterprises and added value operations 
that conserve and enhance the South Devon AONB’s 
special qualities will be supported. 

LanMan/P7 Land management support
Well coordinated advisory, training and contracting 
services will be promoted to support new and existing 
land managers in maintaining a productive and 
environmentally sustainable landscape. 

Note: please also refer to section 5.1.2 for additional 
relevant policies about water quality and pollution.Left: The Gara Valley from Lower Fuge Farm
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Objectives

LanMan/O1 
To conserve and enhance the working landscape  
of the AONB.

LanMan/O2 
To retain a network of farms of viable holding sizes, 
with a mix of enterprise types, contributing to 
landscape quality and supporting the special qualities 
of the South Devon AONB through sustainable 
management practices. The best and most versatile 
land for agriculture will be protected for food 
production.

LanMan/O3 
To reduce any damaging environmental impacts of 
managing the working landscape on other natural 
resources, natural environment services, public health 
and quality of life.

LanMan/O4 
To support farming systems that sustain the area’s  
High Nature Value farmland and woodland.

LanMan/O5 
To conserve and enhance traditional field patterns 
and improve standards of hedgerow and hedgebank 
management.

LanMan/O6 
To strengthen the markets for locally produced 
woodfuel and develop supply chains for produce and 
woodfuel from hedgerows.

LanMan/O7 
To improve access to high quality coordinated advice 
and support, for AONB farmers, foresters, land 
managers and new land holders.

LanMan/O8 
To increase awareness and improve understanding 
of the inter-relationships between our landscape, our 
communities and our farmers and land managers. 

LanMan/O9 
To improve vigilance, awareness and monitoring of the 
range of pest and disease threats to trees, woodland, 
livestock and crops.

Key Facts & Figures

78% of the AONB land area is farmed - with 359 
agricultural holdings covering 25,094 hectares. 10% of 
the agricultural land in the AONB is of the highest quality 
(grades 1 and 2) while 80% is grade 3.

782 people are directly employed in agriculture within 
the AONB. 19% of all AONB businesses are involved in 
agriculture, forestry or fishing supporting 11% of all 
AONB employment.

Farming makes an important contribution to the support of 
many features of nature conservation interest throughout 
the South Devon AONB. 8,820 hectares (35.6% of 
the farmed AONB area and 26% of the total AONB) is 
considered to be High Nature Value farmland, supported 
by low intensity farming systems which are particularly 
valuable for wildlife and the natural environment.

8.3% of the AONB (3142ha) is in the protective ownership 
of the National Trust and Woodland Trust. A significant 
proportion of the AONB is in the ownership of private 
estates including the Flete, Evans, Blackpool and Start, 
Strete, Sharpham, Raleigh and Duke of Somerset estates.

72% of the farmed AONB area is under a total of 
241 Environmental Stewardship Schemes worth over 
£1,5milliion each year. 77 agreements covering 9,144 
hectares and 51% of all land under Environmental 

From left: Sheep near Start Point; Beef suckler cows near Prawle; Green Lane
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Stewardship are under Higher Level Schemes. The 
remaining 8,765 hectares or 49% of agreement land across 
164 holdings are managed under Entry Level Schemes. 
16% of all agreement land is managed organically.

The South Devon cattle breed has a strong association 
with the AONB. Its distinctive colour mirrors the area’s 
typically red soils. Locally distinctive varieties of apple 
such as Crimson King, Tommy Knight and Collegget 
Pippin connect the area’s farming and cultural traditions 
to the landscape of today. The Dudley Stamp land 
utilisation survey of 1932 recorded a proliferation of 
orchards for the area: an entirely different picture from 
today’s remnant orchards.

The AONB has 4,060km of hedge banks. These enclose 
fields at an average density of 12.6 kilometres of hedge 
bank for every square kilometre of land. 

The AONB has a relatively small area of woodland: 2982 
hectares which equates to 9.3% of the AONB land area, 
compared to 12% for the UK and 44% for Europe. 74% 
of the woodland is broadleaved. None of the woodland is 
managed by Forest Enterprise England. Trees and woods 
are a significant component of the AONB landscape. 
Ancient oak woodlands fringing the estuaries and rivers, 
hedgerow trees and orchards are particularly distinctive. 
30% of the area’s woodland (754 hectares) is classified as 
ancient semi-natural woodland.

There is one remaining saw mill operating within the 
AONB with a further three sawmills close to the AONB 
boundary.

South Hams has a network of 65 voluntary tree wardens 
with 37 of the 42 AONB parishes in the South Hams 
covered by active members who assist in tree protection 
and management. Torbay introduced a new tree warden 
scheme in 2007.

In 2013, 94% of AONB survey participants felt that the 
AONB’s countryside was looked after to an acceptable 
standard.

Progress & Successes

Improved environmental performance has been driven 
by a range of initiatives and support packages including 
farm assurance schemes, cross compliance rules and whole 
farm environment and business plans, while the South 
Devon coast and river valleys have been a target area 
for Environmental Stewardship and catchment sensitive 
farming schemes. 

Natural England, FWAG, RSPB, Devon Wildlife Trust 
and the Small Farms Association have all been helping 
landowners gain access to environmental stewardship 
schemes. Self-help groups such as the Devon Association 
of Smallholders, Orchard Link and Agri-BIP have provided 
technical advice and marketing support to landowners 
across the area.

Recent AONB Unit environmental education, events, 
information and community research projects have helped 
build stronger links between farms and communities in 
some places. 

The Government’s Forestry and Woodlands Policy 
Statement issued in January 2013 gives a renewed focus 
to protecting our trees and woods; improving our valuable 
woodland assets, expanding our woodland resource and 
realising more of our woodlands’ value.

A coalition of organisations has developed to highlight the 
importance of High Nature Value Farming and to campaign 
for the appropriate support of farming systems that 
underpin this resource. 

Forces for Change

LanMan/F1 Agricultural change
Farming is undergoing a period of major change. There is 
a year-on-year reduction in the number of holdings and 
area of land under agriculture. The trend is for farms to 
become larger, more specialised and industrialised, while 
the number and profitability of traditional small mixed 
farms is continuing to decline.

LanMan/F2 New agricultural development
Adapting to modern agricultural practices has seen the 
building of large new barns and industrial scale farmsteads 
in prominent locations, with a demand for wind turbines, 
field scale solar installations and food processing facilities, 
which have the potential to damage the traditional 
agricultural landscape.

LanMan/F3 Farming practices
The squeeze on farm profits has led to farming practices 
that are unsustainable and damaging both to the 
environment and to the long-term assets of the farms 
themselves. Concerns are expressed over the depletion of 
soil organic matter, soil compaction and erosion, diffuse 
pollution and the neglect of hedge banks.

LanMan/F4 Farm labour and incomes
There is a growing trend towards using contractors and 
large equipment rather than employing manual farm 
labour. The decline in family mixed farms is accompanied 
by an ageing farming population, a shortage of new 
entrants to the industry, and an increasing burden of 
regulation and administration. Diversification enterprises 
are predicted to provide a greater percentage of farm 
business income.

Forestry at Sharpham Estate near Totnes
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LanMan/F5 Smallholdings
A continuing growth in the number of smallholdings is 
bringing a new wave of lifestyle owners and horse owners, 
some of whom lack the skills, experience and contacts for 
appropriate land management.

LanMan/F6 Livestock
There has been a sharp decline in the number of sheep 
grazing the AONB from 90,000 in 1990 to 62,084 in 
2010 with a small recovery in the last few years. Dairy 
numbers have also seen a decline from 7,500 females 
in 1990 to 3,544 in 2010. Beef cattle numbers appear 
to have seen a slow but steady decline down to 3,687 
breeding females in 2010. Livestock production is 
expected to decline further as profitability reduces. 
This will hit conservation grazing schemes and affect 
landscape character, culture and traditions.

LanMan/F7 Agri-environment funding
There is a period of uncertainty while arrangements for 
the new Rural Development Programme for England 
and environmental land management schemes are 
awaited. Some farmers prefer to forgo environmental 
stewardship grants in order to have the freedom from 
external constraints in managing their land. In any event, 
the amount of funding for environmental stewardship is 
expected to decrease.

LanMan/F8 Environmental management
For those landowners unable or unwilling to secure new 
Environmental Stewardship agreements when their old 
ones expire, there is little financial incentive to continue 
with their previous environmental management measures. 

LanMan/F9 Advisory services
The array of conservation organisations, advisory services, 
designations and farm based initiatives represents a 
confusing picture for the farming community, and are seen 
by many as lacking co-ordination and direction.

LanMan/F10 Diseases
The recent spread of plant diseases including Ash Die 
Back and Sudden Oak Death together with animal 
diseases including Blue Tongue and Bovine TB represent 
an increased threat to business viability and the cost of 
precautionary measures and restocking are significant.

LanMan/F11 Market forces
World commodity prices are driving the pace of change in 
agriculture, and there is little that can be done at a local 
level to influence this.

LanMan/F12 Unmanaged woodlands
Prices for bulk timber are poor and provide little incentive 
for owners to manage woodlands productively. Most 
woods in the AONB are in small units with poor road 
access, steep slopes and low quality timber: they are 
generally unprofitable and only an estimated 34% of 
woodland is actively managed at present – a particularly 
low proportion compared with some other areas. There 
is however more scope for management to produce wood 
fuel, given the steady rise in demand and price paid for 
logs for domestic use, combined with increasing interest 
in the installation of biomass boilers and demand for the 
supply of wood chip or pellets.

LanMan/F13 Timber markets
The area meets little of its own needs for woodland 
produce from its own resources: most round wood is 
sent out of the area for processing while finished timber 
products are imported. Many small woodlands and 
orchards are in declining condition, particularly small 
fragmented farm woodlands subject to grazing.

LanMan/F14 Timber prices
Regionally, the use of woodlands for sport, recreation and 
tourism generates twice the economic value of the timber 
produced. In real terms, softwood standing timber sales 
have seen fluctuations in the last 5 years and in 2013 
fetched 48% more than the all time low of 2003, but still 
only 59% of 1996 prices. Softwood sawlog prices however 
reached an all time low in 2009, before recovering slightly 
to their 2013 level, still only 69% of 1996 prices.Right: Orchard near Stoke Gabriel
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5.1.6 Coast & Marine Environment 

Undeveloped coastal landscape and seascape 
of the highest quality are a national asset 
and a defining feature of the AONB. 

Nowhere does nature appear so diverse as at the coast, revealing all of its moods 
from calm millpond-like seas on sunny, blue sky summer days to the power of boiling, 

foaming, pounding storm seas set against the inky black skies of full scale winter 
storms. A wild and rugged coastline, with an exceptional quality of tranquillity, are 

defining features of the South Devon AONB. The coast is a valuable resource for 
peaceful recreation and enjoyment, treasured by residents and visitors alike.  

Dynamic natural coastal processes constantly mould and shape it. 

Policies

Mar/P1 Coastal character
The tranquil and undeveloped character of the coast 
will be protected. Opportunities will be sought for 
improvements in the condition of degraded sites.

Mar/P2 Coast and marine management
The effective integration of AONB management with 
the management of the adjoining marine environment 
will be sought to ensure that the development of 
Marine Plans for the South and Southwest areas, and 
access to the coastal margin under the Marine and 
Coastal Access Act 2009, have regard for the purpose of 
conserving and enhancing the natural beauty, special 
qualities and key features of the AONB.

Mar/P3 High quality marine environment
The features of marine protected areas neighbouring 
the South Devon AONB, the special qualities associated 
with these areas and the Heritage Coast will be reflected 
and promoted throughout AONB literature, campaigns, 
awareness and communication programmes. 

Mar/P4 Coast protection
The South Devon and Dorset Shoreline Management Plan 
provides a policy framework for the area and covers the 

next 100 years. For areas identified as requiring no active 
intervention, there will be a presumption that natural 
coastal processes will be allowed to act. For other policy 
areas requiring intervention and wherever practicable, 
soft engineering solutions that work with natural 
physical processes will be preferred together with the 
realignment of coastal infrastructure to more suitable 
locations where there is space to accommodate it. 

Mar/P5 Recreational pressure
Information, education and awareness campaigns will 
be used as the principal tools in managing recreational 
pressures and conflicts at the coast. Where demonstrable 
problems and safety issues remain, relevant organisations 
will carefully consider the most appropriate steps to be 
taken in order to address the situation.

Mar/P6 Protective public ownership
The acquisition of undeveloped coastline for protective 
public ownership will be supported. The management 
of newly acquired sites will be supported where this 
accords with the purpose of conserving and enhancing 
the natural beauty, special qualities and key features of 
the South Devon AONB.

Note: please also refer to section 5.1.2 for additional relevant 
policies about water quality, pollution, flooding and erosion.

Left: Aerial view of Start Point lighthouse and Start Bay
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Objectives

Mar/O1 
To conserve and enhance the natural beauty, special 
qualities and natural processes of the AONB’s coastline 
and neighbouring areas of sea.

Mar/O2 
To develop the policy framework and promote coordinated 
management of the coast and marine environment.

Mar/O3 
To identify coastal change management areas 
through the Local Plan process and initiate long term 
adaptation measures, applying lessons learned from 
the Slapton Line coastal adaptation experience. 

Mar/O4 
To complete the introduction of marine environmental 
designations and management measures. 

Mar/O5 
To use seascape character assessment to refine the 
special qualities of the AONB at the coast and its 
inter-relationships with the neighbouring marine 
environment; and enable full account to be taken 
of the AONB in coastal and marine planning and 
management, particularly in relation to in-shore and 
off-shore renewable energy proposals.

Mar/O6 
To improve public awareness, access, enjoyment and 
understanding of the marine and coastal environment; 
and minimise the negative impacts of people’s activities.

Mar/O7 
To maintain and improve the quality and appearance of 
the most heavily used coastal destinations, particularly 
focusing on urban fringe sites that act as gateways to the 
AONB where they are experiencing intense recreational 
pressure or are at risk from marine erosion.

Key Facts & Figures

The coastline of the AONB measures 60 miles (97km). It 
incorporates the South Devon Heritage Coast which extends 
two miles out to sea and covers the 49 miles (75km) of 
coastline between Wembury Beach and Sharkham Point. 
47% of the AONB has a coastal landscape character. 

It is a coast of impressive rocky cliffs, sheltered coves, 
sandy beaches, wide sweeping bays, wave cut platforms, 
rocky headlands, caves, islands, and freshwater lagoons 
behind shingle barrier beaches.

Although the AONB boundary was drawn at the mean high 
water mark along the coastline, the presence of the sea 
was crucial to its designation. Allowing for the curvature 
of the earth and in good visibility, it is possible to see 
around 36km out to sea when standing 100 metres above 
sea level on cliffs like Bolberry Down. This area of inshore 
water is therefore particularly important to the overall 
character and special qualities of much of the AONB. 

The adjacent inshore marine environment is particularly 
rich in marine life and features, recognised by the 
designation of three marine Special Areas of Conservation 
and two Marine Conservation Zones.

Left: Ayrmer Cove; Above from left: Rock pooling event at 
South Milton; Wembury above and below the water
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The coast has 68 beaches ranging from popular accessible 
amenity beaches to more isolated rural coves. There are 
also 106 smaller coves, with three quarters of these only 
accessible from the sea. 

Along the 154km of open coastal shoreline there are over 
3km of engineered coast defence structures. The most 
recent Shoreline Management Plan includes policies for 
270km of shoreline extending up to the tidal limits of 
each estuary within the area. Policies applied were no 
active intervention for 59%, hold the line of existing defences 
otherwise no active intervention for 35%, hold the line for 
3% and managed realignment for 4%.

Around £27m worth of fish and shellfish were landed 
during 2012 at Brixham, the highest total catch value of all 
ports in England. Plymouth was the busiest fishing port in 
England in 2012 in terms of the volume of fish landed by 
UK vessels. The harbours of Dartmouth, Salcombe and other 
smaller sites such as Beesands also land regular catches. 
Recreational sea fishing from the shore is locally important.

47% of the AONB coastline is in the protective ownership 
of the National Trust. Other sections of coast are owned by 
local authorities and private estates like the Flete, Evans, 
Blackpool and Start estates and the Whitley Wildlife 
Conservation Trust. 

In 2013, 90% of AONB survey participants felt that the 
AONB’s coastline was looked after to an acceptable standard.

Progress & Successes

Slapton Sands have been the subject of a national 
demonstration programme in coastal adaptation. The Slapton 
Line Partnership has worked with local communities to 
anticipate and prepare for future coastal change.

The Devon Maritime Forum and Sea Torbay have brought 
together voluntary, statutory and private sector organisations 
that have a stake in marine and coastal issues in Devon.

Five coastal and estuarine areas have been recommended 
as Marine Conservation Zones. Two of these, Torbay and 
Skerries Bank and Surrounds, were designated by Defra in 
late 2013. These designations, along with marine Special 
Areas of Conservation, have emphasised the importance of 
our inshore sea areas for marine wildlife both nationally 
and internationally.

Community groups all over the AONB have been active 
in clearing litter from areas of foreshore and beaches, 
supported by the Marine Conservation Society’s Adopt-a-
Beach scheme, local authority waste collection services, 
landowners and local businesses. 

Despite substantial development pressure, planning 
policies have generally succeeded in protecting the 
undeveloped coastline from sporadic and widespread 
development. The requirement to maintain the character 
of the undeveloped coast and to protect and enhance its 
distinctive landscape, has been reaffirmed in the recent 
National Planning Policy Framework.

High quality marine education and information continues to be 
provided at the Wembury and Goodrington seashore centres. 

The progress towards the production of Marine Plans, 
and the streamlining of the marine licensing processes by 
the Marine Management Organisation, will allow a more 
positive integration between terrestrial and maritime 
planning and management. 

Forces for Change

Mar/F1 Sea level rise
Relative sea level continues to rise and could be as much  
as 80cm higher by 2080. With more extreme storm events,  
this creates particular challenges for some coastal locations 
including Slapton Sands, Beesands, South Milton Sands and 
Challaborough, where adapting to long term coastal change  
will require careful management. There is continued pressure 
at coastal locations for infrastructure and other developments, 
including coast defence around individual properties.

Mar/F2 Legislation
The implementation of the Marine and Coastal Access Act is  
still in progress: work on the statutory Marine Plans has only 
just started and the provisions for coastal open public access  
are not scheduled to take effect for some time. 

Mar/F3 Watersports
At a small number of beaches kitesurfing, surfing, body 
boarding, wind surfing, surf kayaking and other activities 
compete for safe launch and water space. Recreational  
conflicts and disturbance of tranquil areas are sometimes  
caused by high speed powerboats, jet skis, zapcats,  
microlights, powered paragliders and other light aircraft. 

Mar/F4 Development pressure
Some prominent coastal sites are spoiled by past poor  
quality development, compounded by intensive recreational 
use and erosion. There is a growing pressure for commercial 
activities at some coastal sites.

Mar/F5 Marine renewables
The potential for offshore tidal current and wave energy power 
generation grows as technology improves and costs are reduced.

Mar/F6 Protected areas
Completion of the marine protected area network is likely  
to encompass much of the marine area neighbouring  
the South Devon AONB.  The designation programme for 
Marine Conservation Zones is progressing slowly and the 
arrangements for management and communication for these 
areas remain unclear.Left: Fishing boat off Beesands
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5.1.7 Rivers & Estuaries 

The estuaries have retained strong maritime 
traditions that contribute to sustainable 
recreation and economic activity. Together 
with rivers and streams, they provide 
havens for wildlife and tranquillity in their 
undeveloped reaches.

Five ria estuaries form a defining feature of the South Devon AONB. Their nature changes 
dramatically with the tide from shimmering mudflats to wide expanses of water. Intricate 

networks of tidal creeks branch off from the main waterways often with saltmarshes 
and reedbeds at their extremities. Steep oak-wooded valley sides and hedge-patterned 
farmland bring a characteristic fringe of trees down to the water’s edge. The harbours 

and estuary mouths all have a long history as havens for seafarers. The wildlife of South 
Devon continues out of sight under the estuary waters where a wealth of hidden marine 

plants and animals flourishes.

Policies

Est/P1 Estuary character
A thriving maritime economy contained within the 
existing developed harbour areas will be promoted, 
complimented by high quality boating facilities 
and infrastructure. The more remote parts of the 
estuaries will be managed for their tranquil and 
unspoiled character and safeguarded from moorings 
spread and development. 

Est/P2 Maritime services
Boat maintenance, repair and storage facilities will 
be retained and encouraged within the existing 
developed harbour areas and the loss of essential 
shore-side infrastructure by conversion to other uses 
will be resisted.

Est/P3 Mariculture
Sustainable mariculture enterprises will be retained 
and encouraged in appropriate estuary locations where 
they are consistent with environmental designations, 
both as a traditional feature of the AONB economy and 
as a “driver” for further improvements to water quality. 

Est/P4 Climate change
The adaptation of important habitats and species to 
climate change and sea level rise will be promoted 
through sustaining natural processes wherever 
practicable, while protecting settlements from flooding.

Est/P5 Coordination and management
The effective coordination and management of the rivers 
and estuaries will be developed through the AONB 
Estuaries Partnership, community forums, and the 
Catchment Based Approach.

Est/P6 Environmental management
Harbour Authorities will be supported in maintaining 
effective arrangements for managing moorings, 
navigation, dredging and waste, underpinned with good 
environmental practices which ensure the conservation and 
enhancement of the South Devon AONB’s special qualities. 

Est/P7 Fisheries management
The populations of resident and migratory fish in the 
AONB estuaries and rivers will be given effective protection 
from poaching and over-exploitation through more 
effective byelaws, information, reporting and enforcement.

Note: please also refer to section 5.1.2 for additional relevant 
policies about water quality, pollution, flooding and erosion.Right: Merlin Rocket week, racing at Salcombe
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Objectives

Est/O1 
To conserve and enhance the natural beauty and 
special qualities of the South Devon AONB estuaries, 
rivers and watercourses.

Est/O2 
To secure the conservation objectives of river and 
estuary protected sites, particularly those sites 
currently in unfavourable condition.

Est/O3 
To engage communities in discovering, understanding 
and caring for the special qualities of the AONB’s rivers 
and estuaries.

Est/O4 
To develop research programmes that inform 
coordinated decision making and adaptation initiatives.

Est/O5 
To develop the maritime economy and recreational 
enjoyment of the AONB’s estuaries where this is 
compatible with the conservation objectives of 
protected sites and the special qualities of the AONB.

Est/O6 
To encourage the involvement of communities in the 
care and management of the estuaries and rivers, 
through conservation forums, monitoring, volunteer 
projects, and individual and householder action.

Key Facts & Figures

The Yealm, Erme, Avon, Salcombe and Dart Estuaries 
together make up 5.5% of the AONB area. The only 
section of non-tidal main river within the AONB boundary 
is the middle reach of the Avon, extending inland up as 
far as Avonwick. With the river catchments and sources of 
the Yealm, Erme, Avon and Dart rising on Dartmoor, these 
estuaries are affected by activities upstream and outside 
the AONB boundary.

The estuaries are all rias formed when sea levels rose and 
flooded river valleys, resulting in steep sides and relatively 
low levels of freshwater input. The Salcombe-Kingsbridge 
estuary is an extreme example of this with no main rivers 
draining into the estuary and very little freshwater input 
at all. The net result is that many truly marine plants 
and animals are found which seldom occur intertidally in 
estuaries elsewhere.

All of the South Devon AONB estuaries have high nature 
conservation importance with a variety of local, national 
and European protective designations.

Most AONB estuaries have Estuary Management Plans 
in place that reflect their individual characteristics, local 
partnerships and priorities for action. The South Devon 
AONB Estuaries Steering Group supported by the AONB 
Estuaries Officer provide the links to individual estuary 
partnerships.

Above: Dittisham on the Dart 
Above from left: Salcombe Harbour Master on the Estuary with HRH 
The Prince of Wales; Boat builder David Penwill at Salcombe; Yealm Estuary
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The estuaries have a long maritime history with 
boatbuilding and repair traditions on the Dart, Salcombe 
and Yealm estuaries, though with a recent shift from 
commercial boats to recreational craft. Locally distinctive 
classes include the Salcombe Yawl.

Recreational boating is now a prominent feature of the Dart, 
Salcombe and Yealm estuaries, with 5100 moorings and 
7954 metres of floating pontoons providing marina berths 
and facilities. Harbour Authorities manage navigation, 
moorings, byelaws, licensing, waste and the environment.

Along the 169kms of estuary shoreline there are over four 
kilometres of engineered defence structures of varying 
types including rock-filled gabions, concrete walls, stone 
walls and imported rock armour.

Commercial shellfisheries farm oysters and mussels on the 
Yealm, Avon, Salcombe and Dart estuaries.

Migratory salmon use the Yealm, Erme, Avon & Dart 
estuaries to reach spawning grounds further upstream. All 
AONB estuaries are designated bass nursery areas and the 
Inshore Fisheries and Conservation Authority enforces a 
range of byelaws for the area.

At times of extreme spring high tides, strong southerly to 
easterly winds and heavy inland rainfall, the lowest areas 
of Dartmouth, Totnes, Kingsbridge, Salcombe, South Pool, 
Dittisham, Newton Ferrers and Noss Mayo are vulnerable 
to tidal flooding.

In 2013, 86% of AONB survey participants felt that the 
AONBs estuaries were looked after to an acceptable standard.

Progress & Successes

Estuary management plans and estuary conservation fora 
have continued to provide a framework for co-ordination and 
co-operation between agencies and the wider community.

Knowledge & understanding of the estuarine environment 
have increased through research, surveys, monitoring and 
awareness campaigns. 

A comprehensive programme of information and 
interpretation for all the South Devon estuaries has been 
recently completed by the AONB Unit with financial 
support from the Rural Development Programme for 
England via the South Devon Coastal Local Action Group, 
involving panels, publications, teachers’ packs, web 
content and audio material.

The harbour authorities have continued to invest in 
upgrading the quality of facilities for boat users including 
moorings, waste recycling and boat scrubbing; and have 
adopted policies for effectively managing moorings.

The South Hams Rivers Improvement Project run by the 
Westcounty Rivers Trust is one of several schemes tackling 
river management in the middle and upper catchments.

The rivers and estuaries are the focus of a rich programme 
of educational, artistic and community projects such as 
Sharpham Outdoors, the Transition Network, Dart Young 
Champions Award and Phosphate Free Salcombe.

Significant investments to improve waste water treatment 
systems and sewage works have been made by South West 
Water over the last five year period.

Carefully targeted agitation dredging within Salcombe-
Kingsbridge Estuary has been very successful and marks a 
significant change from the practices of the past. Careful 
use of science, modelling and monitoring were made to 
inform the approach. 

Forces for Change

Est/F1 Habitat squeeze
More extreme storm events and sea level rise will have a 
major impact on estuary infrastructure and settlements 
at certain locations. ‘Habitat squeeze’ is a particular 
issue in our steep sided estuaries, with a lack of space to 
accommodate the retreat of habitats against the hard built 
environment and steep hillsides. 

Est/F2 Development pressures
There is significant pressure for further built development along 
estuary shorelines, with cumulative impacts on landscape, 
habitats, species and water quality, particularly via aging 
sewerage infrastructure of limited and increasingly inadequate 
capacity. Unsightly and intrusive coast defence structures 
have been installed at some sensitive estuary locations.

Est/F3 Maritime businesses
Established maritime businesses have been gradually 
displaced from their traditional premises, undermining 
the viability of essential shore-side support services and 
increasing pressure on other undeveloped estuary-side 
locations to accommodate boating uses. 

Est/F4 Harbour infrastructure
There is strong demand for moorings and marina spaces 
within the estuaries and pressure on key access points.  
There are requirements for improved shore-side 
infrastructure for the fishing and mariculture sector and 
better launch facilities for small recreational craft.

Est/F5 Recreational boating
The use of canoes, kayaks and small motorised craft has 
been increasing in the estuaries. 

Est/F6 Disturbance
Estuary walks and trails offer great potential for countryside 
access and recreation but an increasing population and the 
desire for more public access to and around the estuaries, 
including proposed coastal access provisions, has the 
potential to increase disturbance of sensitive wildlife.

Est/F7 Catchment management
The advent of the Catchment Based Approach brings the 
opportunity for a much more co-ordinated and strategic 
approach to improving rivers and estuaries by tackling  
issues from source to sea.

Est/F8 Illegal fishing
The prevalence of illegal netting and poaching of fish  
within the estuaries is a growing concern, despite the  
efforts of the fisheries authorities to tackle it.
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5.2: The Human Environment

The AONB provides a popular setting for traditional pursuits of walking, hiking, 
riding, cycling, sailing, rowing, angling, beach-going, snorkelling, surfing and bird 

watching, as well as a growing generation of active pursuits such as mountain 
biking, coasteering, diving, kayaking, rock climbing, paragliding, hang-gliding, 

kitesurfing and paddle boarding. These activities together make a significant 
contribution to the health and well-being of residents and visitors, and to the 

viability of services and businesses of the area.

5.2.1 Access, Recreation & Tourism 

Residents and visitors enjoy the AONB through 
a wide range of leisure opportunities and active 
pursuits, in ways which respect the area’s 
special qualities, benefit personal health  
and contribute to quality of life. 

Policies

Acc/P1 Recreation, leisure and sports
The quiet enjoyment of the South Devon AONB by  
the public will be promoted through recreation,  
leisure activities and sports that respect other users  
and the area’s natural beauty, special qualities and  
land management.

Acc/P2 Rights of Way
A well-connected comprehensive network of paths and 
strategic recreational routes including coastal, estuary 
and riverside trails and green lanes will be sensitively 
maintained and promoted. Opportunities will be 
sought to extend them and improve linkages where 
this is compatible with conserving and enhancing 
natural beauty. 

Acc/P3 Naturally healthy
Opportunities to use the natural environment resource 
of the South Devon AONB to benefit the health and 
well-being of residents and visitors will be sought 
and promoted, particularly where this coincides with 
opportunities to enhance the area’s special qualities.

Acc/P4 Noisy or intrusive recreational activities
In remote and tranquil countryside areas, noisy or 
intrusive recreational activities will be discouraged. 
The conservation and enhancement of natural beauty 
and the protection of vulnerable wildlife will be given 
priority in the promotion of access and recreation. 

Acc/P5 Access to beaches and the coastal corridor
A public right of access to beaches and the 
undeveloped coastal corridor will be sought in 
consultation with landowners that avoids disturbance 
and safeguards sensitive wildlife sites. 

Acc/P6 Popular sites
High quality visitor facilities, recreational infrastructure 
and information will be provided at the most heavily 
used destinations. Management resources, promotion 
and marketing will be concentrated on the more popular 
and developed sites which are best able to accommodate 
and contain intensive recreational pressure. 

Acc/P7 Developer contributions
Where new developments are likely to increase 
recreational pressures on the countryside, coast or 
estuaries, developers will be expected to provide 
suitable recreational facilities on-site as well as 
contributing to improving carrying capacity and 
facilities in the surrounding area. Left: Coast Path near Start Point
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Acc/P8 Information
Co-ordinated information and interpretation 
about countryside, coastal, marine and estuarine 
recreation and access will be promoted through 
a range of media, to help foster greater 
understanding, appropriate expectations and 
considerate behaviour. Car parks and principal 
access points such as slipways will be used as 
locations wherever possible to minimise signage 
proliferation.

Acc/P9 Tourism
A sustainable, year-round tourism industry which 
benefits from and contributes to the environmental 
quality of the area will be supported. The loss 
of accommodation and facilities for visitors and 
recreational users will be resisted. Activities and 
initiatives to extend the main tourism season and to 
assist in promoting the area to overseas visitors will 
be supported.

Note: please also refer to section 5.1.6 for additional 
relevant policies about coastal recreation.

Objectives

Acc/O1 
To ensure that access, recreation and tourism occur 
at sustainable levels that do not exceed the area’s 
carrying capacity and do not damage areas designated 
for wildlife, geology and natural processes.

Acc/O2 
To ensure the South West Coast Path National Trail, 
the area’s strategic recreational routes and the wider 
public rights of way network are maintained to a 
high standard and are well used; and link paths are 
promoted in partnership with landowners especially 
where these provide opportunities for safer walking, 
cycling and riding between settlements.

Acc/O3 
To support improved health and wellbeing of 
residents and visitors through increased participation 
in active outdoor recreation. Particular focus will 
be given to young people, neighbouring urban 
populations and those disadvantaged by poor 
mobility, health or opportunity.

Acc/O4 
To promote a safe, respectful and responsible approach 
to access and recreation by all users particularly in 
respect of green lanes, bridleways, estuaries, beaches 
and inshore waters.

Acc/O5 
To secure public access rights to the coastal margin, 
including beaches and the foreshore, through the 
implementation of coastal access measures under the 
Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009.

Acc/O6 
To strengthen and support the environmental 
and economic performance of the tourism 
sector, particularly through the adoption of good 
environmental management practices and green 
tourism principles. 

Acc/O7 
To secure further improvements to green infrastructure 
particularly in association with sites identified 
for housing and economic development in local 
development plans.

From left: Stand up paddle boarding at South Milton; Stokeley 
Farm Shop Café; Slipway repairs at Mothecombe
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Key Facts & Figures

The South West Coast Path is the AONB’s primary 
recreational route with 110km (68 miles) of the path 
passing through the AONB. Other popular promoted 
routes include the Dart Valley Trail, the Avon Estuary 
Walk, the Erme-Plym Trail, the Greenway Walk and the 
John Musgrave Heritage Trail, giving a total of 148km of 
national and regional walking routes.

There are 384km of public rights of way (331km of public 
footpaths, 38km of public bridleways and 15km of byways). 
The 131 green lanes (unmetalled roads) are a distinctive 
feature of the AONB, totalling 67km. Although a reasonable 
network of public rights of way exists, recreational trails 
still have gaps and missing links. This applies to horse-
riding and off-road cycling opportunities in particular.

Beaches, coastal access land (560ha), National Trust open access 
land (717ha) and twelve Woodland Trust woods (178ha), 
together with nature reserves and Stewardship Scheme 
access agreements, are all important recreational assets.

The AONB’s tourism economy is worth £104million a 
year with two million day trips and 270,000 staying trips 
annually, employing 2463 people (modelled data from 
2003). Recreational boating, watersports, beach-going, 
walking and exploring historic market towns are the core 
activities. There are no high profile “theme park” type 
attractions: the visitor offer is mainly about quiet discovery 
and exploring the charms of the area, though the area has 
become increasingly well known over recent years for more 
adventurous water based sports, activities and events.

While the resident population of the AONB is 31,176, 
the adjoining urban centres of Plymouth and Torbay and 
the rest of the South Hams bring a total of some 450,000 
people within a 30 minute drive of the AONB.

Progress & Successes

South Devon has developed a growing reputation as a 
destination for active outdoor pursuits and particularly 
water-based activities. The growing number of activity 

provider businesses is exploring opportunities for 
networking and developing an environmental charter.

The South West Coast Path Association’s 2013 Great South 
West Walk has raised the profile of the trail and funded a 
significant number of improvement projects.

The new 1SW interactive cycle adventure website 
has comprehensively mapped and promoted cycling 
opportunities in the AONB.

The Visit Devon and Visit South Devon tourism organisations 
are providing a strategic marketing presence with strong 
brands based on the distinctive qualities of the area.

Devon Rights of Way Improvement Plan has resulted in 
significant improvements to the public rights of way network 
which now exceeds the government’s targets for quality and 
accessibility. 21 of the 43 AONB parishes take part in the 
Parish Paths Partnership scheme. The Countryside Access 
Forums have been successful in bringing different interests 
together and providing advice on improving and managing 
public rights of way and recreational access.

Over 40 walks, trails and riding routes have been uploaded 
to the AONB website as part of a wider programme of 
improvements to information, signage and publications 
making use of new technologies. 

Successful Walking for Health projects have been introduced 
in Torbay and South Hams providing sociable opportunities 
for regular walking as part of healthy lifestyles.

Forces for Change

Acc/F1 Recreational pressures
Intense recreational pressure exceeds carrying capacity 
at some heavily used sites during peak periods, causing 
congestion, erosion, landscape degradation, damage to 
habitats and archaeology, and conflict between users. 

Acc/F2 Tourism trends
Climate change, oil prices and financial conditions all 
indicate a potential resurgence in demand for domestic 
short break holidays in the medium term. 

Acc/F3 Growing demands
There is increasing demand for certain types of 
recreational activity, particularly safe off-road horse 
riding, mountain biking, adventure sports, small water 
borne recreational craft and motorised vehicles. These 
impose a greater need for maintaining infrastructure and 
information, and for managing safe and sustainable usage. 

Acc/F4 Maintenance costs
Cliff falls, heavy rainfall and the year-round usage of trails 
have increased the costs of maintaining path quality and 
continuity at a time of public sector spending constraint. 

Acc/F5 Disadvantaged people
Many people actively enjoy the health benefits of countryside 
access and recreation, but significant elements of the 
population do not. These include people disadvantaged by 
poor health or disability, lack of access to information and 
transport, and lack of opportunity and confidence.

Acc/F6 Disturbance
Some noisy and intrusive recreational activities disturb the 
tranquillity of the AONB and spoil the enjoyment of others. 
Trespass, noise, disturbance of wildlife, car obstruction 
and the poor management of dogs continue to be a focus 
of concern.

Acc/F7 Tourism sector
Continuing cuts in funding for tourism promotion, together 
with organisational changes in destination marketing and 
the switch to web-based direct advertising and bookings, 
have fragmented the industry and weakened its ability to 
promote and organise the sector effectively. 

Acc/F8 Population impacts
The growth of housing and population in the sub-region 
will continue to increase pressure on recreational facilities 
and vulnerable sites, at a time when there is shrinking 
funding to maintain and repair them. There have been few 
examples of developer contributions investing in off-site 
recreational infrastructure. 
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5.2.2  Planning & Sustainable Development 

High quality development has strengthened the character of 
the area bringing with it economic, social and environmental 
benefits. Growth in AONB settlements, the neighbouring rural 
South Hams and adjoining urban centres has been achieved 
without compromising the integrity of the AONB.

A primary reason for the creation of Areas of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty through the 1949 National Parks and Access 

to the Countryside Act was to protect the nation’s finest 
countryside and coastlines from damaging development. Since 
then, the planning system has been a fundamental mechanism 

for maintaining the special character of AONBs.

Policies

Plan/P1 Plan-making
Planning policies will give great weight to the purpose  
of conserving and enhancing the natural beauty and 
special qualities of the South Devon AONB; while 
supporting small scale development that is appropriate 
to its setting, is in keeping with its character, and meets 
the economic and social needs of local communities.

Plan/P2 Decision-taking
Development management decisions will give great 
weight to the purpose of conserving and enhancing the 
natural beauty of the South Devon AONB; and support 
development that is appropriate and proportionate to  
its setting within or adjacent to the South Devon AONB. 

Plan/P3 Planning protocol
Local Planning Authorities will consult the South Devon 
AONB Unit on planning policy and significant planning 
applications following the agreed planning protocol, and 
use the South Devon AONB Management Plan as a material 
consideration to inform plan-making and decision-taking. 

Plan/P4 Representations
The South Devon AONB Unit will provide representations 
to Local Planning Authorities preparing Local Plans,  
Neighbourhood Plans and Minerals and Waste 

Development Frameworks; and to the Marine Management 
Organisation in respect of Marine Plans; to ensure that they 

�� have had regard to the purpose of conserving and 
enhancing the natural beauty of the South Devon 
AONB throughout the plan preparation process; 

�� secure consistent and robust policies giving great 
weight to conserving and enhancing the natural beauty 
and special qualities of the South Devon AONB. 

Plan/P5 Consultees
Natural England will continue to be the principal 
statutory consultee on planning and sustainable 
development matters affecting Areas of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty. The South Devon AONB Unit will 
continue to provide a local perspective on the sensitivity 
to change in specific locations of the South Devon 
AONB’s natural beauty and special qualities. 

Plan/P6 Providing advice
Advice on development proposals will increasingly 
be provided through standing advice and supporting 
documents including the South Devon AONB Planning 
Guidance document.

Note: please also refer to section 5.1.1 for additional 
relevant policies about landscape character. 

Right: Camping barn under construction at Bigbury
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Objectives

Plan/O1 
To ensure that great weight is given to the purpose 
of the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty in 
setting planning policies and making development 
management decisions.

Plan/O2
To use the process of green infrastructure planning to 
ensure that suitable opportunities and priorities for 
green infrastructure are identified and secured.

Plan/O3 
To develop positive mechanisms for the off-site 
mitigation of the impacts of development, and to be 
pro-active in seeking developer contributions.

Plan/O4 
To develop and publish detailed planning guidance as 
an annex to the AONB Management Plan that will offer 
positive guidance on how Management Plan policies 
should be applied. 

Plan/O5 
To support development that is appropriate and 
proportionate to its location and supports the vitality 
of communities within the AONB provided that 
such development is compatible with the pursuit of 
conserving and enhancing natural beauty.

Plan/O6 
To ensure that development outside the AONB 
boundary respects the special setting of the AONB. 

Plan/O7 
To ensure that land use change is consistent with 
relevant local and national planning policies, and 
responds appropriately to the natural beauty and 
special qualities of the AONB.

Plan/O8 
To ensure that AONB considerations are fully 
incorporated into the two Marine Plans affecting 
the South Devon AONB and being developed by the 
Marine Management Organisation.

In the South Devon AONB, the statutory planning framework 
currently operates through the following documents:

�� The National Planning Policy Framework –  
published by government

�� The UK Marine Policy Statement – published  
by Government

�� Local Development Plans – published by the local 
planning authorities (South Hams District Council, 
Torbay Council and Plymouth City Council)

�� The Minerals Local Plan and Waste Local Plan – 
published by Devon County Council

�� The South and South West Marine Plans – to be 
published by the Marine Management Organisation

�� Neighbourhood Plans – to be published by some parish 
and town councils

The planning process also operates through the development 
management decisions of the statutory planning authorities.

The South Devon AONB Management Plan has a 
complementary relationship with the development 
planning process. The AONB Management Plan:

�� identifies the special qualities of the South Devon 
AONB, and enables an understanding of the positive, 
neutral or harmful effects of proposals;From left: Thatching at Tuckenhay Bridge; Lupton House near Brixham; Solar panels on farm barn near Churchstow
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�� assists in promoting and facilitating high quality 
development that is appropriate and proportionate to 
its immediate location, and in keeping with built and 
natural environment of the AONB;

�� is a material consideration in the plan making and 
development management processes;

�� provides further detail in support of planning policies 
relating to the South Devon AONB;

�� provides guidance on how to conserve and enhance the 
natural beauty, special qualities, distinctive characteristics 
and key features of the South Devon AONB.

The South Devon AONB Partnership Committee and the 
South Devon AONB Staff Unit do not have a statutory 
role in the planning process. However, the Staff Unit will 
continue to provide advice and recommendations to the 
planning authorities during the preparation of development 
documents and in making significant planning decisions. 

Other indicators of development include the number 
of individual housing units. Over the 26 year period 
between 1985 and 2011, 101 housing units were built 
per year, equating to 19ha of AONB land being developed 
or redeveloped each year. However, between 2001 and 
2011 (a 10 year period), 83 housing units were built per 
annum on average, which indicates a decrease in housing 
developments in more recent years. 

Analysis has shown that the proportion of land, including 
greenfield sites, developed for housing between 2001 and 
2011 in the AONB was comparable to adjoining non-
protected areas, the difference in levels of development 
within and outside the boundary being only slight. 

Progress & Successes

Despite the many development pressures and changes 
affecting the countryside in over 50 years since 
designation, the South Devon AONB is still in good heart 
and worthy of its status.

The recently published National Planning Policy 
Framework contains robust environmental policies 
including policies for AONBs. The Framework reaffirms 
the equal status of National Parks and AONBs, both 
deserving the highest level of protection through the 
planning system.

The Devon Landscape Policy Group is providing a consistent 
framework of landscape character assessment, landscape 
planning policy and landscape training for the county. 

Green Infrastructure Partnerships and plans for the 
Plymouth and Torbay areas have highlighted pressures, 
opportunities and the actions needed to conserve and 
enhance the setting to the South Devon AONB, and the 
approach is being extended to the rest of the South Hams.

Some recent small scale housing schemes (such as at 
Malborough and East Portlemouth) have succeeded in 
providing new affordable housing to meet local needs 
while at the same time blending sympathetically with the 
character of their villages.

Inward investment in refurbishment and redevelopment 
has led to the improvement of formerly poor quality sites 
and buildings.

The National Association of AONBs is providing an 
effective voice on planning matters for the AONB “family” 
direct to government.

Forces for Change

Plan/F1 Development pressures
The AONB remains under intense pressure for 
development both inside the boundary and in the 
adjoining urban and rural settings. The development types 
currently having most impact include: new housing on 
green field sites; wind turbines; field-scale solar energy; 
large scale new farmsteads and barns in open countryside; 
and the conversion of business, tourism and employment 
land to other uses. 

Plan/F2 Housing demands
Local planning authorities are required to demonstrate a 
five year housing land supply. The constraints on available 
land mean that areas both immediately adjacent to the 
AONB boundary and within come under increasing 
pressure for development.

Plan/F3 Urban influences
The AONB is heavily influenced by the major urban 
centres of Plymouth and Torbay at its western and eastern 
ends. Development has “spilled over” the boundary into 
the AONB from towns such as Brixham and Kingsbridge 
where the AONB boundary was drawn tightly against the 
urban edge.

Plan/F4 Off-site impacts
The scale of new development in the sub-region is 
bringing a range of indirect impacts to its surrounding 
area including additional traffic, light pollution, waste 
water, recreational pressures and disturbance to wildlife. 
The mechanisms for managing and mitigating these wider 
off-site environmental impacts are not working effectively. 

The AONB Partnership will publish a supplementary 
document as an annex to this Management Plan to 
provide more detailed guidance on how development 
can best respect and contribute to the South Devon 
AONB designation and accord with the requirements 
of the National Planning Policy Framework. 

Key Facts & Figures 

On average, 1000 planning applications are made 
each year for developments in the AONB. In addition, 
applications outside the boundary also have an effect on 
the AONB. 

Indicators of land use change can show how much of an 
effect developments can have. There has been an increase 
in residential urban expansion in the AONB influenced by 
the major urban centres of Plymouth and Torbay which lie 
tight to the boundary edge. In 2001, 0.3% of the AONB 
was classified as ‘urban’, and the rate of urban growth 
between 2001 and 2011 was 3.09% per year, ranked 4th 
highest out of the 34 English AONBs. 
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Plan/F5 The planning system
The pace of change in planning legislation, policy and 
procedure has left all the local development plans requiring 
fundamental review at a time of growing development pressure. 

Plan/F6 Permitted development
Some types of permitted development that fall outside 
the scope of the planning system are having a cumulative 
effect in some locations which suburbanises the countryside 
and erodes its distinctive character. Examples include 
recreational horse keeping and security lighting.

Plan/F7 Local materials
Local building stone, thatch, cob and lime are no longer 
produced in the AONB and are now seldom used in new 
development, eroding local distinctiveness and sense of 
place. The character of many older settlements has been 
damaged by development and renovations that have not 
respected settlement pattern, materials or design.

Plan/F8 Marine planning
The new marine planning system is bringing an additional 
dimension to planning and development for the area, 
requiring co-ordination with the land-based planning 
system. The potential for off-shore wind, tidal and marine 
current energy generation needs to be carefully considered 
to avoid damage to the maritime setting of the AONB.

Plan/F9 Coast defences
Some recent buildings on the shoreline and estuaries have 
required engineered coast defences which are unlikely to  
be sustainable without further reinforcement in future. 
Some of the area’s housing is subject to regular flooding  
and active coastal erosion.

Plan/F10 Shoreline development
Some forms of development such as wind turbines, 
telecommunication masts and poorly sited new farm barns 
can be particularly intrusive to the open skylines of the AONB. 
Government incentives have been creating strong demand 
for renewable energy installations in and around the area, 
including large commercial turbines and field-scale solar arrays.

National policies

The primary framework for the planning system is set out 
in national legislation and policy:

Countryside and Rights of Way Act 
2000

Section 85 of the Countryside and Rights of Way 
Act 2000 places a duty on relevant authorities 
to have regard to the purpose of conserving and 
enhancing the natural beauty of the AONB when 
exercising or performing any functions affecting 
land in an AONB. 

This provides an over-riding statutory framework 
for all policy and decision making in the AONB by 
public bodies, including planning authorities and 
government agencies.

The National Planning Policy 
Framework

Government policies for plan-making and decision-
taking above the low water mark are set out in the 
National Planning Policy Framework. The policy for 
AONBs states that:

Great weight should be given to conserving landscape 
and scenic beauty in … Areas of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty, which have the highest status of protection 
in relation to landscape and scenic beauty. The 
conservation of wildlife and cultural heritage are 
important considerations in all these areas …  
(Para 115).

Planning permission should be refused for major 
developments in [AONBs] except in exceptional 
circumstances and where it can be demonstrated 
they are in the public interest. Consideration of such 
applications should include an assessment of:

�� the need for the development, including in  
terms of any national considerations, and the 
impact of permitting it, or refusing it, upon the 
local economy;

�� the cost of, and scope for, developing elsewhere 
outside the designated area, or meeting the need 
for it in some other way; and

�� any detrimental effect on the environment, the 
landscape and recreational opportunities, and  
the extent to which that could be moderated. 
(Para 116).

The Framework also makes special provision for 
Special Areas of Conservation, Sites of Special 
Scientific Interest, Local Green Space, Heritage 
Coasts, designated heritage assets, locations at 
risk of flooding or coastal erosion, coastal change 
management areas and ancient woodland.

The UK Marine Policy Statement

The principal policies affecting plan-making and 
decision-taking below the high water mark and 
affecting the South Devon AONB are contained 
within the UK Marine Policy Statement.

For any development proposed within or relatively 
close to nationally designated areas [this includes 
Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty and Heritage 
Coasts] the marine plan authority should have 
regard to the specific statutory purposes of the 
designated areas … (Para 2.6.5.4).
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5.2.3 Transport & Highways 

Sensitive management of the historic highway and river transport 
networks, and the development of a diverse range of travel 
options, all contribute toward the area’s distinctive character.

Taking the ferry, arriving by steam train, seeing the 
countryside from the top deck of the 93 bus, or cycling 

along flower-lined winding sunken lanes, are all part of the 
special experience and heritage of the AONB. 

Policies

Trans/P1 Highway management
Highway network maintenance and improvement 
(including lighting, signage and verge management) 
will be undertaken in a manner which is sensitive and 
appropriate to the rural character of the AONB and 
compatible with its special qualities. 

Trans/P2 Features of the road network
The landscape and cultural features of the AONB’s road 
network will be protected and conserved - including 
hedge banks, flower-rich verges, and locally distinctive 
historic highway “furniture” such as mileposts and 
stone bridges. 

Trans/P3 Parking
Car-borne pressures will generally be contained within 
existing locations and the construction of significant 
additional car parking capacity at remote coastal 
sites will be resisted. Landscape improvements will 
be sought for existing carparks which are visually 
intrusive or in poor condition. 

Trans/P4 Green Lanes
The use of unmetalled roads (“green lanes”) by 
pedestrians, cyclists, horse-riders and carriage 
drivers will be promoted. Whilst recognising 
legitimate vehicular rights to the use of these routes, 
inappropriate and inconsiderate use will be addressed 
through dialogue with local motor vehicle user 
groups, or, in cases where serious damage to the 
fabric, character or biodiversity of individual lanes 
is being caused, in partnership with the appropriate 
highway authority.

Trans/P5 Large vehicles 
Traffic management measures will be supported which 
reduce the pressure of large and heavy vehicles on the 
most minor roads. 

Trans/P6 Public transport
The provision of sustainable public transport services 
and convenient alternatives to the use of the car will 
be supported. This will include cycle routes, safe 
pedestrian paths between villages, park and ride 
schemes, hopper buses, community transport schemes, 
bus priority measures and ferry services where they can 
be achieved without compromising the conservation of 
natural beauty and landscape character. 

Right: Village gateway sign at Diptford
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Objectives

Trans/O1 
To increase the range of opportunities for public 
transport and community transport.

Trans/O2 
To reduce the impacts of traffic and heavy transport 
on minor roads.

Trans/O3 
To conserve the distinctive character of the rural 
highways network in accordance with the adopted 
guidance document Highway Management in 
Devon’s Protected Landscapes.

Trans/O4 
To increase the number of safe off-road routes 
linking the settlements and popular destinations of 
the AONB.

Trans/O5 
To undertake landscape enhancements to car parks. 

Key Facts & Figures

A key feature of the AONB is the intricate network of 
winding lanes with flower-rich hedge banks and a legacy 
of historic mileposts, toll houses, stone bridges and signs 
that together form a distinctive part of the area’s character.

There are no national or regional routes but there are 
51km of A-road, 29km of B-road and 235km of C-road.

There are 16 ferry and river cruiser services operating in 
the AONB, nine of which are seasonal. A further three 
ferry services serve locations within close proximity to the 
AONB boundary.

There is one train service into the AONB - the seasonal 
steam train between Paignton and Kingswear. The nearest 
mainline stations are Totnes (2km away from the AONB 
boundary) and Ivybridge (3km away).

There are 21 scheduled public bus services providing  
daily bus connections to 49 (67%) of the AONB’s villages 
and towns.

Average car or van ownership continues to grow and 
now stands at 1.48 vehicles per household. Just 12.5% of 
AONB households do not own a car or van which is less 
than half the national figure of 25.6% 

Progress & Successes

A new document setting out good environmental practice 
in managing the highway network has been recently 
developed and adopted jointly by Devon County Council 
and Devon’s protected landscape partnerships, supported 
by a protocol for communication and consultation. 

 “Gateway” road signs incorporating the AONB name and 
logo have been recently installed at three villages in a pilot 
project to promote the AONB designation. 

High quality conservation work has been undertaken to 
historic highway structures in the AONB such as New 
Bridge at Bowcombe Creek on the Kingsbridge Estuary.

More active marketing of the Mayflower Link, open top 
buses, ferry operations and other services has lifted the 
image and appeal of public transport.

New bus shelters and boarding points, bus timetable text 
messaging and low floor accessible buses have improved 
the experience for bus users.

Traffic calming, speed restrictions, pedestrian crossings 
and safer journey to school schemes have helped deliver 
improved experience for walkers. New off-road paths have 
been constructed linking villages.

From left: Green lane, Holbeton; Lower Dartmouth ferry; Silverton 
Bridge, Avon Valley
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Ferry quay improvements at Totnes, Sharpham and 
Greenway, and the introduction of new ferry services, have 
improved water transport options.

The installation of new street lighting with reduced energy 
consumption and less upward wasted light has improved 
highway lighting standards and environmental impacts.

Forces for Change

Trans/F1 Vehicle trends
Traffic count data indicate that levels of car use on main 
AONB roads have increased by 3% over the last 7 years. 

Trans/F2 Congestion
Intense traffic pressure, particularly in the summer 
months, causes congestion at certain locations and 
creates an intrusion into the quality of the countryside 
and its tranquillity. 

Trans/F3 Damage to roadsides
The degradation of roadside hedge banks and verges 
continues, through direct vehicle damage, the wearing of 
passing places, slumping, flailing, the loss of soil and stone 
facings, and the spread of invasive species. 

Trans/F4 Road improvements
Highway improvements from the 1960s and 1970s 
left a legacy of obtrusive lighting, concrete post and 
wire fencing, missing hedge banks and unsympathetic 
road alignments, while modern specifications for 
kerbing, signage, lining and traffic calming can have a 
suburbanising impact on the rural road network. 

Trans/F5 Bus services
Bus services have declined slightly. General public 
reluctance and lack of confidence to use public transport 
undermines the viability of remaining services.

Trans/F6 Pedestrian safety
The increase in motorised traffic has rendered many rural 
roads unsuitable for use by walkers, horse riders and cyclists.

Trans/F7 Large vehicles
The increasing size of freight vehicles, the narrow rural 
road network and the over-reliance on misleading satellite 
navigation instructions are leading to incidents of stuck 
lorries, congestion and damaged roadsides.

Trans/F8 Network resilience
The strategic road network frequently fails as a result of 
even minor road traffic incidents which lead to the rapid 
congestion of the area’s rural minor road network.

Trans/F9 Highway maintenance
Recent severe wet and cold weather has caused significant 
damage to road surfaces and structural stability. Repairing 
and maintaining the basic fabric has been the over-riding 
concern of the highway authorities, absorbing most of 
the funding at a time of increasing constraint in public 
finances. In future, a Flood Risk Management Strategy will 
influence the way flooding issues on the road network will 
be managed and the type of solutions to be implemented.

Right: Dartmouth - Plymouth bus at Torcross
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5.2.4 Rural Economy & Services 

The AONB’s natural capital and resources are at the heart of the 
economic life of the AONB, providing prosperity, sustainable 
development, a high standard of living and good quality of life. 

An AONB is not a countryside museum: South Devon 
developed as a living, working landscape and will continue 

to do so. Forward-looking, dynamic and profitable 
enterprises are needed to sustain prosperity and quality 

of life, support the special qualities of the AONB, and 
contribute to its future distinctiveness.

Policies

Econ/P1 Green economy
The growth of the area’s green economy will be supported 
where sustainable economic growth and the health of our 
natural resources sustain each other. Employment sectors 
having a traditional association with the AONB and which  
conserve or enhance the AONB’s special qualities will be 
promoted and supported, particularly land management, 
the arts and crafts, marine industries, fishing, mariculture, 
forestry, agriculture and food processing.

Econ/P2 Supply chains
Improvements will be sought to the processing and 
supply chains of products which are sustainably 
harvested from the land and waters of the AONB; 
developing nearby markets, revitalising rural incomes 
and supporting the land management sector. Sustainable 
initiatives will be encouraged that result in residents, 
retailers and visitors purchasing locally sourced, high 
quality food, woodfuel, materials and produce. 

Econ/P3 Rural business
Sustainable rural business and farm diversification 
initiatives will be supported where these maintain or 
enhance the special qualities or distinctive landscape 
character of the AONB and contribute to employment 
and prosperity. 

Econ/P4 Environmental performance
High standards of environmental performance by 
local companies, and the development and use of 
“clean” technologies which create prosperity and 
employment with positive impacts on the local 
environment, will be promoted. 

Econ/P5 Local services
The retention and improvement of viable, accessible, 
essential local services such as shops, post offices and 
pubs will be sought, together with associated community 
infrastructure in market towns and villages. The loss of 
business premises and local services by conversion to 
other uses will be resisted. Effective use will be made of 
the Community Asset Register under the Localism Act 
2011 to secure the future of valued community facilities.

Econ/P6 Capacity and skills
Economic capacity and skills in the area will be supported 
through training opportunities, community enterprise, 
business networking and cooperation especially where 
these assist businesses to contribute to AONB purposes. 

Note: please also refer to section 5.1.7 for additional 
relevant policies about marine industries and mariculture 
and section 5.2.1. about tourism.

Left: The Tradesman’s Arms at Stokenham
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Objectives

Econ/O1 
To promote a sustainable rural economy with active 
business development, adaptation and diversification.

Econ/O2 
To strengthen supply chains and distribution  
networks for local food, wood fuel and materials.

Econ/O3 
To support growth of the “green economy” – business 
activity linked to the AONB’s natural resources and 
environmental quality.

Econ/O4 
To improve access to services for local communities.

Econ/O5 
To support the roll-out of high speed broadband 
throughout the AONB.

Econ/O6 
To develop the rural skills base needed to sustain 
the AONB’s special qualities, especially in the land 
management and heritage sectors.

Key Facts & Figures

1695 businesses operate in the South Devon AONB of 
which 52% are micro businesses supporting between one 
and nine employees. The principal economic sectors in 
terms of the number of businesses are: 

�� Agriculture, forestry and fishing (19%)

�� Wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor  
vehicles (15%)

�� Construction (12%)

�� Accommodation and food services (11%)

�� Professional, scientific and technical services (11%)

The breakdown of the 6680 full time equivalent jobs 
provided by these businesses reveals a very different 
picture:

�� Accommodation and food services (25%)

�� Wholesale and retail trade, repair of motor  
vehicles (14%)

�� Agriculture, forestry and fishing (11%)

�� Construction (9%)

�� Human health and social work activities (8%)

Though the accomodation and food services sector makes 
up just 11% of all businesses, it provides 25% of all 
employment in the AONB contrasting markedly with 6% 
for the South West region. Agriculture, forestry and fishing 
on the other hand, make up 19% of all businesses but 
provides 11% of all employment.

Commuting patterns indicate a strong reliance on 
neighbouring market towns, Plymouth, Torbay, Exeter and 
further afield for employment opportunities.

The entire population is classified by the Office of National 
Statistics as rural (compared with 34% in the SW region), 
and 8% as sparse rural. 

Levels of household deprivation (employment, education, 
health and housing) roughly match the regional pattern 
(South Devon AONB IMD 15.6 against 16.2 for the SW). 
The area has higher levels of advanced educational 
qualification than the regional average. Average household 
income stands at £32,520 which is just £30 less than the 
SW average income.

7,976 or 35% of the AONB population aged 16-74 is 
economically inactive. This is largely accounted for by the 
6120 retired people. 2% of the working age population is 
unemployed. Self employment is high at 20%.

From left: Community shop at Aveton Gifford; Cheese making at 
the Sharpham Estate near Totnes; Fishermen unloading their catch 
at Kingswear
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The average house price stands at £353,100 - a massive 
£129,300 more than the South West average of £223,800. 
This makes the average house price 10.9 times the average 
annual income in the AONB.

Despite this, 51% of all homes are owned outright, which 
is substantially higher than the national average of 31%. A 
further 24% of homes are owned with a mortgage or loan. 
24% live in rented accommodation, significantly below the 
national figure of 36%.

Progress & Successes

The award of £1.8 million from the EU funded LEADER 
programme to the South Devon Coastal Local Action 
Group has supported over a hundred community-led rural 
regeneration projects with a total value of £4.8 million.

Despite the recession, inward investment has continued 
with – for example – significant investment in the 
redevelopment and improvement of coastal hotels, holiday 
parks and catering enterprises. 

South Hams District Council successfully secured a 
government Coastal Communities Fund grant for the 
modernisation of fish and shellfish processing facilities 
and infrastructure.

The roll-out of faster broadband is improving internet 
connectivity for rural businesses. 

Food and Drink Devon has continued to develop its 
membership and marketing profile, and farmers’ markets 
at Dartmouth and Kingsbridge, and the Dartmouth 
Food Festival have become established features in the 
development of the local food sector.

Forces for Change

Econ/F1 Business premises
The high demand for residential development is causing a 
continued loss of business, tourism and service premises 
by conversion. 

Econ/F2 Employment development
Employment development is comparatively much less 
profitable. A shortage of employment premises in the 
countryside has created a pressure for a more flexible 
approach to accommodate diversification and construction.

Econ/F3 Commuting patterns
The high cost of living and below-average wages in the 
AONB create an obstacle to the recruitment and retention 
of the local workforce, particularly young people and 
skilled manual workers. This position also contributes 
toward a significant net daily commuter out-migration of 
high skilled workers to nearby urban centres.

Econ/F4 Financial pressures
The recession, higher costs of products and services, 
spending cuts, the recent credit crunch and changes in 
global market forces have served to accentuate deep-rooted 
challenges already facing rural businesses in the area. 
These include the disparity of wages for employees in rural 
workplaces; the need for ‘multi-jobbing’ to create a living 
wage, which has become more difficult but more necessary; 
the costs of travel; fuel costs for premises not on mains 
gas; and late payments from large to small businesses.

Econ/F5 Skills and labour
There is a shortage of suitable skills and labour to 
maintain the traditional buildings and landscape features 
of the AONB. 

Econ/F6 Timber markets
Low market prices and the poor quality and inaccessibility 
of the area’s timber resource continue to hinder supply 
chain development for local woodland produce. 

Econ/F7 Essential services
The rate of closure of essential rural services such as shops, 
post offices and garages appears to have slowed compared 
with the previous five-year period, although the closure of 
pubs has continued. The market towns and villages, with 
their predominantly locally-owned shops, have not been 
affected by the closure of national chain stores but the 
recession has placed businesses under great pressure.

Econ/F8 Economic development
The squeeze on local government spending has significantly 
reduced the capacity of the public sector to support 
economic regeneration, and it remains unclear whether 
the newly formed Local Enterprise Partnership will be able 
to deliver meaningful resources into the AONB. 

Brixham trawler restoration on the Dart, grant 
aided by South Devon Coastal Local Action Group
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5.2.5 Community & Culture 

The AONB is well known as a great place 
to live, with a rich cultural life and active, 
resilient communities.

The AONB has a rich cultural heritage expressed through community fairs, 
fetes, regattas, competitions, parish activities, clubs, arts and crafts. Village life 
predominantly remains in good heart, centred around parish halls, community 

centres, churches, schools, shops and pubs. The natural beauty of the AONB 
contributes towards the high quality of life enjoyed by many local residents.

Policies

Comm/P1 Special Qualities
Initiatives that engage local communities in 
understanding, exploring, celebrating, conserving 
and enhancing the special qualities and distinctive 
characteristics of the AONB will be promoted and 
developed. 

Comm/P4 Cultural traditions
Activities which reinforce the cultural traditions of the 
AONB such as events, fairs, regattas, competitions, 
parish maps, clubs, arts, crafts and trades will be 
supported and fostered, especially where these 
strengthen the link between people and landscape.

Comm/P5 Community planning
Initiatives will be supported which promote 
community planning and action, community cohesion 
and voluntary services, and which address isolation 
and deprivation.

Comm/P2 Sustainable lifestyles
Community-based initiatives that promote sustainable 
lifestyles, such as energy efficiency and generation, 
sustainable building and renovation, allotment gardening, 
community woodland and orchard projects and alternative 
transport options to the private car, will be supported 
and promoted where they are compatible with the 
conservation and enhancement of the AONB. 

Comm/P3 Resilience
People will be supported in building vibrant, healthy and 
resilient communities enjoying a high quality of life with 
good access to facilities. 
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Above: Rock pooling at Big Night out on the Beach, 
South Milton Sands
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Objectives

Comm/O1 
To improve the range and quality of community 
facilities and social infrastructure. 

Comm/O2 
To increase opportunities for local participation and 
volunteering.

Comm/O3 
To increase the level of positive action taken by the 
resident, visiting and working communities toward 
safeguarding and enhancing the natural environment.

Comm/O4 
To extend the range and quality of opportunities 
available to communities for improving health and 
quality of life through contact with the natural 
environment.

Comm/O5 
To support local people in acquiring the skills, 
knowledge and funding they need to sustain their 
communities and plan for the future. 

Key Facts & Figures

There are 31,197 people living within the South Devon 
AONB, in 14,718 households. This is an increase of 500 
people or 1.6% in the AONB population over the 10 year 
period 2001 to 2011, well below the national increase of 
7.1%. The towns of Dartmouth, Salcombe and parts of 
Modbury and Kingsbridge, with 44 villages, 74 hamlets 
and many scattered farmsteads, form the settlement 
pattern of the AONB. The towns of Totnes and Brixham, 
and the urban centres of Torbay to the east and Plymouth 
to the west, lie close to the AONB boundary.

In some coastal parishes nearly half the houses are second 
homes. In these more remote rural settlements and 
tourism destinations, the year round resident population is 
insufficient to retain essential local services and facilities. 
Of the 19,477 spaces within dwellings in the AONB, 4759 
(almost 1 in 4) are not normally occupied.

34 AONB villages (77%) have a village hall.

17 AONB villages (39%) have accessible natural space 
of more than two hectares within a short 1km walking 
distance, largely provided for along the coast and 
estuaries by National Trust and Woodland Trust land and 
at beaches. Away from these areas the few villages with 
other forms of accessible natural space rely heavily on 
community woodlands. Opportunities for the remaining 
61% of AONB villages are restricted to the public rights of 
way network.

A low level of allotment provision exists with just five sites 
across the AONB. 

The number of AONB parishes grew to 43 in May 2007 
when Brixham Town Council was established. At the time 
of writing, just three AONB parishes are engaged in the 
production of Neighbourhood Plans, although more are 
considering the option.

In the domains of health, disability, education, skills and 
training, crime, and the quality of outdoor environment, 
the AONB is ranked amongst the least deprived areas in 
the country; but for access to housing and services, and 
the provision of indoor facilities, the AONB is amongst 
the most deprived. Whilst the area is generally affluent, 
there are hidden rural pockets of deprivation. 5% of the 
AONB population consider themselves to be in very bad 
or bad health.

From left: Community event at South Milton Sands; 
Holbeton Orchard Apple Day; Stokenham Fete
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Progress & Successes

A number of parishes have succeeded in making major 
improvements to village halls and community facilities, 
supported in many cases by the South Devon Coastal Local 
Action Group funding programme.

The recent Cordiale project has allowed the AONB Unit 
to develop a range of innovative techniques for engaging 
communities in understanding, recording and managing 
their local environment. 

The AONB 50th Anniversary programme in 2010 involved 
over 20,000 people in events, projects, exhibitions, 
research and learning.

An increasingly diverse range of both commercial and 
not-for-profit organisations is helping connect people with 
the environment through “forest school” type activities, 
through active pursuits, and environmental events. 

Local authority capital spending programmes, 
augmented by developer contributions, have made major 
improvements to green spaces, play areas and parks.

Forces for Change

Comm/F1 Population change
42% of the AONB population is aged over 60 (compared 
to 22% for England & Wales and 30% for Devon). South 
Devon continues to provide an attractive retirement and 
second home destination, and young adults are leaving 
the area to go to higher education and job opportunities 
elsewhere. Young people find it extremely difficult to 
afford a home in the AONB because of below average 
wage levels and the high cost of housing.

Comm/F2 Community support
Many rural support services and community organisations 
are thinly stretched and face great difficulty recruiting 
volunteers. Continued investment is needed in updating 
community facilities, but public sector funding is 
increasingly scarce and is usually not able to support 
repair and maintenance costs. 

Comm/F3 Rural poverty
The growth of “food banks” is one symptom of the impact 
of the recent economic downturn on rural poverty and 
deprivation. 

Comm/F4 Quality of life
A high quality of life does not extend to all. Social and 
cultural exclusion, poor health, poverty and isolation 
are still experienced, particularly amongst the elderly in 
hidden pockets of deprivation.

Comm/F5 Rural knowledge
Communities are becoming increasingly divorced from 
land management and farming traditions, although there 
is an increased interest in allotment gardening and garden 
share schemes.

Comm/F6 Environmental disconnection
Recent research has highlighted the growing disconnection 
between children and the natural environment, 
reflected in obesity, sedentary lifestyles, and the loss of 
independence and confidence in decision making.

The changing face of farming - ‘All our Stories’ display at Kingsbridge Show
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www.southdevonaonb.org.uk

Annual Review 
2011-2012

A guide on where to go and what to 

do and see in the South Devon AONB

Coast and 

Countryside Events

May - October 2012

www.southdevonaonb.org.uk

Coast and 

Countryside Events

May - October 2012

Discover the South Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty

Discover the South Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty
Explorer

Including Events 

May - October 2013

Countryside Events

May - October 2012

www.southdevonaonb.org.uk

Annual Forum Invitation 

RSVP on 01803 861384 or to enquiries@southdevonaonb.org.uk by 21st November please

“we need a step-change in our approach 
to wildlife conservation, from trying to 
hang on to what we have, to one of large 
scale habitat restoration and recreation… 
our natural world is not a luxury”

Lawton report 2010
The Sixth Form Centre, 
Kingsbridge Community College. 
Tuesday 29th November 6.30 - 9.30pm.
Arrival from 6.30pm for tea/coffee/displays 

Speakers at 7pm.  Buffet supper at 8.30pmSpeakers at 7pm.  Buffet supper at 8.30pm
Keynote speaker: 

Nick Baker naturalist and tv presenter 

Finding new inspiration for nature’s futureFinding new inspiration for nature’s future
Wild about the landscape 

5.3: Organisation

5.3.1 Awareness and Communication

The AONB’s special qualities are widely 
appreciated and the designation is viewed as 
an asset by local communities and businesses.

While there are many individuals and groups actively involved in the AONB, with in 
depth knowledge of the special qualities of the area, there are gaps in awareness and 
communication between those who work the land, estuaries and seas, and those who 

enjoy it for recreation; between those who live in the AONB and those who live in 
the adjoining urban areas; and between those born in the area and those visiting or 

recently moved into it. 

Policies

Aware/P1 AONB awareness
Awareness and understanding of the South Devon 
AONB and its special qualities will be promoted 
amongst residents, businesses, organisations and 
visitors in and around the AONB. 

Aware/P2 Caring for our AONB
Awareness, understanding and respect for people 
actively contributing to the care of the landscape 
features and natural resources of the AONB will  
be promoted.

Aware/P3 Ecosystem services
An improved understanding of all the benefits 
the AONB provides for us will be at the core of 
communication activity, seeking to foster decisions and 
actions that properly value our natural environment. 
The importance of healthy and well functioning 
ecosystems will be promoted, including the whole 
range of provisioning, regulating, cultural and 
supporting services. 

Aware/P4 Lifelong learning
People of all ages will be encouraged to investigate, 
record and celebrate their local places, and enjoy 
considerate and informed experiences of wildlife and 
the natural environment. These will aim to inspire 
meaningful and positive changes in decision making 
and behaviour affecting the South Devon AONB.

Aware/P5 Goods and services
Local communities and visitors will be encouraged to 
make consumer choices to support local, high quality 
products and services that sustain the area’s special 
qualities, landscape and the people who manage it and 
make a living from it. 

Aware/P6 Involving everyone
Organisations, groups and communities will be 
encouraged and supported in playing an active role  
in conserving and enhancing the special qualities of  
the AONB.
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Objectives

Aware/O1 
To increase awareness and appreciation of the 
South Devon AONB designation, its natural beauty, 
special qualities and distinctive characteristics.

Aware/O2 
To increase levels of awareness amongst relevant 
authorities of the statutory duty to have regard for 
the conservation and enhancement of the natural 
beauty of the South Devon AONB.

Aware/O3 
To raise the profile and influence of the AONB 
designation through national, regional and local 
communications.

Aware/O4 
To increase awareness of the South Devon AONB as 
a living, working landscape, and promote greater 
appreciation of those involved in managing and 
sustaining its special qualities.

Key Facts & Figures

Public awareness surveys conducted in 2013 indicated that 
67% of people in the South Hams and Torbay are aware of 
the South Devon AONB designation. Of those people that 
knew of the South Devon AONB, 70% could describe the 
area covered by the designation.

85% of people felt that caring for the South Devon AONB 
is a priority for investment and activity in the future. Of 
the remaining people, 12% were unsure but only 3% felt it 
wasn’t a priority.

South Devon AONB has a well established website that 
was refreshed and updated in 2013. The online walks and 
trails pages are the most popular. E-bulletins, press releases, 
newspaper articles, radio coverage and social media are 
now an integral part of AONB communication and there is 
an active presence on Facebook, Twitter and Flickr.

Progress & Successes

The AONB Unit has undertaken a sustained programme of 
communications about the area and its special qualities. 
These include the AONB website, e-bulletin, annual 
review, annual open forum, press coverage, a presence at 
local agricultural shows and participation in a wide range 
of community forums and groups. 

Consequently, the profile of the South Devon AONB has 
begun to rise locally with an increase in awareness of the 
protected landscape area and greater recognition of the 
South Devon AONB as a ‘brand’. 

There is a substantial body of information available to the 
public about opportunities for enjoying and exploring the 
AONB, through leaflets, brochures, guidebooks, web sites, 
tourist information centres and other media. A suite of 
over 40 web-based downloadable walks is available on the 
AONB website.

The well-established AONB Events Programme has 
evolved and maintained a loyal following. The recent 
addition of active outdoor pursuits has attracted new 
younger participants.

The UK’s 46 AONBs have adopted a unified approach to 
branding and visual identity to support communications at 
national and local level. 

From left: Photo competition winners with AONB Patron 
Jonathan Dimbleby; AONB local food demonstration at 
Totnes Show; Annual Community Forum at Malborough
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Forces for Change

Aware/F1 The AONB “brand”
The AONB designation is not an easy “brand” to 
communicate: South Devon does not have a clear 
geographical place in the public imagination or provide an 
obvious boundary for the AONB. Natural beauty is a difficult 
term to communicate effectively to different audiences, 
especially as most of the South Devon AONB is a cultural, 
working landscape shaped and managed by people. 

Aware/F2 Awareness levels
Despite concerted work to raise the profile of the AONB 
boundary and purpose, levels of awareness remain low. 
Many residents of the area, especially the young and those 
in adjoining urban areas, are not engaged with the AONB 
for a range of reasons - cultural, financial, mobility and 
social exclusion.

Aware/F3 AONB Partnership
The status of the AONB Partnership Committee and 
Staff Unit are not clear to all and the strong partnership 
approach to AONB work can mask the role played by the 
AONB Unit.

Aware/F4 Population turnover
Continuing high levels of in-migration bring new people 
with their own expectations and understanding of the 
area, whilst young people continue to move away taking 
their local perspectives with them.

Aware F5 Relevance of designation
The recession and the current emphasis on economic 
growth are challenging the relevance and value of the 
AONB designation and management amongst some 
decision makers. 

Aware/F6 Communication themes
The other theme sections of this Management Plan have 
identified a range of issues requiring increased levels of 
awareness about heritage, farming, woodlands, estuaries, 
coast, marine environment and countryside recreation.

Aware/F7 New media
With 36 million British adults accessing the internet 
every day, and access via mobile devices increasing 
steadily, the opportunities for targeted communication 
have grown considerably. 

Walk with the farmer at Holsome Park



5.3.2 Partnerships & Organisation

Effective strategic leadership  
is delivering real benefits to the 
landscape, communities and  
economy of the AONB.

AONB management is coordinated by the AONB Partnership Committee, a partnership of organisations 
and interests which works to provide a strategic lead in the conservation and enhancement of the area. 

The South Devon AONB does not have a statutory conservation board or managing authority.

While the role of preparing and monitoring the AONB Management Plan rests with the AONB 
Partnership Committee, the wider task of “making the Plan happen” involves a far greater range of 
organisations, agencies, local groups, landowners and individuals. Partnerships have been formed 

with a range of organisations whose activities make a significant contribution to caring for the special 
qualities of the South Devon AONB. New partnerships with other organisations are welcomed to assist 

in conserving and enhancing the South Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.

Policies

Part/P1 Legal duty of regard
Relevant authorities will have regard for the purpose 
of AONB designation in the conduct of their functions 
and decision making, as required by Section 85 of the 
Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000. 

Part/P2 Management Plan implementation
The AONB Partnership, through its member 
organisations and the AONB staff unit, will seek to 

achieve its vision for the AONB by implementing the 
Management Plan in the following ways:

�� By undertaking project work.

�� By allocating grants and funding streams.

�� By securing new grants and funding.

�� By exercising existing statutory and regulatory 
functions, including planning and development control.

�� By developing partnerships and co-operative programmes.

�� By commissioning research and survey programmes.

�� By educating, communicating, advising and informing.

�� By lobbying for change at local, regional, national 
and international level.

�� By providing leadership and co-ordination of the  
work of others.

�� By encouraging others to put the conservation 
and enhancement of the AONB at the core of their 
strategies, plans & actions.

Part/P3 AONB Partnership arrangements
The AONB local and statutory authorities will maintain 
effective partnership arrangements including a 
dedicated locally based South Devon AONB staff unit. 
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Above: HRH The Prince of Wales AONB 50th Anniversary visit to Salcombe, with AONB Anniversary cheese
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Part/P4 Management initiatives
The AONB Partnership will direct management 
initiatives inside the AONB and in those adjoining 
hinterland and marine areas outside the boundary 
which have an important bearing on the AONB. 

Part/P5 Partnerships
The AONB Partnership will foster constructive links 
with partnerships and strategic initiatives at local, 
county, regional, national and international level. 

Part/P6 National Association for AONBs
The AONB Partnership will work closely with other 
protected landscapes and actively support the 
National Association of AONBs.

Part/P7 AONB boundary
The AONB Partnership will keep the boundary 
of the AONB under review to ensure that the 
designation remains appropriate and fit for purpose 
in South Devon.

Objectives

Part/O1 
To keep under review the management and  
partnership arrangements for the AONB to ensure  
they remain effective and fit for purpose.

Part/O2 
To increase reporting by relevant authorities on 
compliance with the statutory duty of regard for  
the conservation and enhancement of the natural 
beauty of the AONB.

Part/O3 
To ensure that the AONB Management Plan is reviewed 
and published to meet statutory requirements.

Part/O4 
To raise the profile and influence of the AONB through 
national, regional and sub-regional partnerships.

Part/O5 
To secure and increase the funding for AONB 
Partnership projects and programmes. 

Key Facts & Figures

The current organisational arrangements were put in place 
following a review of AONB “governance” in 2002, with 
subsequent minor amendments. The arrangements are set 
out in full in a Memorandum of Agreement, which can be 
viewed on the AONB website.

The Partnership operates through the following structures:

�� A Partnership Committee.

�� A Core Funding Group.

�� An annual Community Forum event.

�� An Estuaries Steering Group

�� A Staff Unit

The Partnership Committee comprises representatives of 
local and statutory authorities and elected community 
representatives. Its purpose is:

�� To provide a strategic lead in the conservation and 
enhancement of the South Devon AONB

Left: ‘Great South West Walk’ fundraising for South West Coast Path at Stoke Fleming; Naturalist Nick Baker talks to sixth form students at Community 
Forum on wildlife; Cordiale project international conference in Parc naturel régional d’Armorique, Brittany

`e 
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�� To prepare, monitor and review the AONB 
Management Plan on behalf of the local authorities 
responsible

�� To co-ordinate the implementation of the AONB 
Management Plan

�� To promote the purpose and national status of the 
AONB designation

The AONB Staff Unit currently comprises six staff based at 
the South Hams District Council offices in Totnes. 

The Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 places a 
general statutory duty on relevant authorities “to have 
regard” for the purpose of conserving and enhancing 
the natural beauty of the AONB when exercising any of 
their functions, and a specific duty on local authorities to 
prepare AONB management plans.

The boundary to the South Devon AONB has remained 
unchanged since its original designation in 1960. In 
common with other AONBs, no recorded statement or 
citation was issued at the time setting out a clear rationale 
for the designation. The AONB Management Plan and in 
particular the special qualities section of this plan set out 
what it is that makes the area worthy of designation as an 
Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.

Progress & Successes

The AONB Partnership arrangements have worked well, 
with a stable structure and a good balance of community 
representation and statutory members.

The South Devon AONB, through its membership of the 
National Association of AONBs, has been able to have a 
voice on policy at a national scale. 

Despite financial pressures, the AONB Unit and partners 
have succeeded in securing significant external funding for 
projects and activities. In the first four financial years of 
the previous management plan (2009-2013) the value of 
AONB Unit project and partnership programmes totalled 
£1.7 million.

The AONB Partnership has been able to undertake 
significant work through collaborations such as the 
Slapton Line Partnership, the South Devon Coastal Local 
Action Group, Wembury Marine Centre and the AONB 
Estuaries Partnership.

The AONB Unit is currently involved in 28 different forums 
and project partnerships which increase effectiveness 
through collaborative working, community engagement 
and focusing of effort.

Forces for Change

Part/F1 Partnership resourcing
Some key partner organisations are finding it increasingly 
difficult to engage with partnerships and forums, as staff 
reductions and reorganisation take effect.

Part/F2 Funding squeeze
The continuing squeeze on public sector funding and 
annual cuts to the AONB Unit budget mean that more 
time has to be diverted into fundraising. Project work has 
become more opportunistic and short term.

Part/F3 AONB boundary
The AONB boundary is regarded as unsatisfactory in 
places, as it excludes some adjoining areas of high 
landscape quality, while it includes other parts that have 
been subject to relatively recent development and may no 
longer merit the designation. 

Part/F4 Statutory framework
Despite Defra guidance that relevant public bodies should 
regularly report on their compliance with the statutory 
duty to have regard for the purpose of conserving and 
enhancing the natural beauty of the AONB, this is seldom 
being done in practice. The weakness of the legislation, 
and the fact that AONB Plans are not in themselves legally 
binding, limits the ability of the AONB Partnership to 
influence change.

Part/F5 Scale of operation
The increasing emphasis on collaborative working at a 
strategic scale such as through Local Nature Partnerships 
and the Catchment-Based Approach is welcome but it 
could draw the AONB Unit increasingly into extending its 
work outside the AONB boundary. 

Above: Launch of the ‘Rate my View’ landscape perceptions app by AONB Patron Jonathan Dimbleby
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6.1 Making it happen:  
the Delivery Plan
This Management Plan is not just an internal plan for the 
AONB Partnership Committee or the AONB Staff Unit: it 
is a Plan for the AONB itself and all who have an interest 
in it. The task of “making it happen” will involve actions 
by hundreds of organisations, authorities, landowners, 
farmers, community groups and individuals. Everyone has 
a part to play. 

The actions are constantly changing. Instead of producing 
one five-year work programme now that will immediately 
date, a rolling five-year delivery plan, renewed annually, is 
produced and forms Part Two of this AONB Management 
Plan. It can be viewed on the AONB website www.
southdevonaonb.org.uk, and lists the main actions and 
programmes being lined up for implementation. 

6.2 Priorities for action
Fulfilling the Policies and Objectives set out in this 
Management Plan will require an ambitious programme of 
work - a lot of effort and money at a time when resources 
are increasingly constrained. Each organisation and 
individual involved in delivering actions will have its own 
differing aims and views on what is most important. 

However, emerging from the Management Plan process 
there is a small number of strategic, cross-cutting priorities 
that bring together multiple partners, programmes, 
resources, activities and benefits. These priorities can be 
framed as a series of connections and journeys:

Connecting wildlife and habitats

land management schemes; habitat stepping-stones – 
hedges, orchards, woodlands, grasslands; high nature 
value farmland; marine and estuary protected areas; 

Connecting catchments and  
river corridors

catchment-based approach; water framework directive; 
catchment sensitive farming; river improvement projects; 
bathing waters; 

Connecting trails and routes

coast path corridor; paths, green lanes, ferries, cycling, 
riding; recreation, tourism and active pursuits; green 
infrastructure; managing coastal change;

Connecting people and places

community engagement and action; environmental 
education; reconnecting people and nature; community 
infrastructure; good building and development; conserving 
cultural and historic sites;

Connecting produce and markets

local food and drink; wood fuel and timber; tourism and 
environment; building stone.

6.3 Project level appraisals
The findings of the Habitat Regulations Assessment, 
Strategic Environmental Assessment and Sustainability 
Appraisal of the South Devon AONB Management Plan 
indicated that the effects of some policies depend on how 
they are implemented as individual projects. With this 
in mind the Delivery Plan indicates where a project level 
appraisal is likely to be required in order to assess the 
performance of a project, ensure no significant adverse 
effects on European site features, and ensure positive 
performance against environmental or sustainability 
objectives.

Section 6

Implementation 
and priorities

Opposite page: Wembury

http://www.southdevonaonb.org.uk
http://www.southdevonaonb.org.uk
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Section 7

Measuring  
progress and 
change

7.1 National protected landscape 
monitoring framework
In order to bring a more robust approach to measuring 
change in AONBs and National Parks, a monitoring 
programme is being developed by Natural England 
involving the collection and distribution of data sets from 
a number of statutory organisations, adjusted to protected 
landscape boundaries. At the time of writing, this has yet 
to result in an agreed set of measures and indicators that 
can be consistently applied to all the protected landscape 
area. This aspect requires further development, although 
a shortlist of 40 measures has been proposed as a result of 
work on the Cordiale project.

7.2 An Atlas of South Devon AONB
An “atlas” of the South Devon AONB has recently been 
published on the AONB website www.southdevonaonb.
org.uk. It gives a picture of the state of the AONB in maps, 
charts, tables and text.

7.3 Measuring change in  
South Devon AONB
To track future change in the South Devon AONB, a series 
of measures has been generated from each Management 
Plan theme chapter, as follows:

Ref Measure of Change Source

M1 Analysis of the condition of landscape and seascape.
Character and Quality of England’s Countryside,  
fixed post photography recording and Rate My View 
app submissions

M2 Levels of tranquillity throughout the AONB. Natural England, Campaign to Protect Rural England

M3
Level of compliance with water quality standards  
for designated bathing waters.

Environment Agency

M4
Level of compliance with Water Framework Directive 
quality standards.

Environment Agency

M5
Proportion of SSSI site units within the AONB 
assessed as in ‘favourable’ or ‘recovering’ condition.

Natural England

M6
Extent and condition of significant habitats  
in the AONB.

Natural England, Biodiversity Action Reporting System

M7
Number of historic assets in the Heritage at  
Risk register.

English Heritage

M8
Number of Conservation Area appraisals and  
action plans.

South Hams District Council and Torbay Council

M9
Change in the length of restored and sustainably 
managed hedgerow.

DEFRA, South Devon AONB Unit

M10 Trends in Defra June Agricultural census statistics. DEFRA Agricultural Census

M11 Extent of undeveloped coastline. Local Authorities, South Devon AONB Unit

http://www.southdevonaonb.org.uk
http://www.southdevonaonb.org.uk
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Ref Measure of Change Source

M12 Length of coastline in protective public ownership. South Devon AONB Unit

M13
Number and geographic spread of moorings and 
pontoons in undeveloped estuary areas.

Harbour Authorities

M14 Length of undeveloped estuary shoreline. South Devon AONB Unit

M15
Length of the South West Coast Path in the AONB 
meeting National Trail Quality Standards.

South West Coast Path Team

M16 Tourist bed space capacity
Visit South Devon, South Hams District Council, 
Torbay Council

M17
Change in the number of dwellings in the AONB 
and number of newbuild dwellings built outside of 
development boundaries.

Local Planning Authorities

M18
Number of seasonal and year round ferry services 
operating in the AONB.

South Devon AONB Unit

M19
Percentage of settlements served by a daily bus 
service.

South Devon AONB Unit; bus operators

M20
Number of AONB settlements served by village shops, 
pubs and post offices.

AONB Local Planning Authorities

M21
Percentage change in AONB residents who are 
economically active.

Office of National Statistics

M22
Percentage of parishes with up to date Parish Plans or 
Neighbourhood Plans in place.

local authority community development services

M23 Trends in Census population statistics. Census

M24
The proportion of housing stock held as a second 
home or holiday home.

Local authorities

M25
Percentage of AONB residents with a demonstrable 
awareness and understanding of the AONB 
designation.

South Devon AONB Unit

7.4 AONB Management Plan reporting
Progress on Management Plan implementation will be  
reported on the AONB website and summaries will be  
published in the AONB Unit Annual Report.

Near Stoke Fleming
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Section 8.

Management plan 
review process

8.1 Roles and responsibilities
The work of reviewing, updating and publishing this 
AONB Management Plan has been undertaken by the 
South Devon AONB staff unit on behalf of the AONB 
Partnership. The Partnership includes the four constituent 
local authorities which have the statutory duty to work 
jointly to ensure the review is undertaken and to adopt the 
completed Plan. 

8.2 The review process
The review process took place from Autumn 2012 to 
Spring 2014. It involved the following stages: 

�� Agreement on the timetable and scope of the review 
with the Partnership Committee

�� An assessment of the previous 2009-2014 
Management Plan

�� An assessment of recent guidance, documentation, 
strategies and legislation

�� Discussions with key partner organisations to agree 
areas for attention

�� Discussions with the National Association of AONBs 
and Devon AONBs over consistency of approach

�� A series of themed workshops on subjects where  
most change is happening

�� Online and face-to-face questionnaires for the public

�� Online questionnaires for organisations

�� A formal consultation period for the draft 
Management Plan

�� Final redrafting including the incorporation of 
findings from formal assessments

�� Presentation to local authorities for adoption.

8.3 Assessments
The following assessments required by legislation were 
completed during the development of revised AONB 
management plan:

�� Strategic Environmental Assessment and 
Sustainability Appraisal

�� Habitat Regulations Assessment

�� Equalities Impact Assessment

Policies were carefully considered to identify any negative 
potential impacts, and options for improving the strategy’s 
performance were incorporated into the final version 
of the Plan. Summary reports detailing the assessments 
and their findings are provided in Annex 2 to this AONB 
Management Plan.

8.4 Future reviews of this  
AONB Management Plan
The Countryside and Rights of Way Act requires that this 
Management Plan is reviewed within five years of its 
publication. To ensure this requirement is met, work on 
reviewing the Plan will begin during 2017, in order that 
an updated Plan can be prepared ready for adoption by 
March 2019.
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APPENDIX 1. The Special Qualities of the  
South Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 

The tables on the following pages set out in more detail the 
special qualities of the South Devon AONB.

Appendices

Some of the terms used have particular 
technical meanings:

�� Natural Beauty covers everything, 
including landscape quality, scenic 
quality, relative wildness, relative 
tranquillity, natural heritage features 
and cultural heritage, that add 
together to make an area distinctive. 
It is a high level, over-arching term. 

�� Special Qualities can be considered 
a subset of Natural Beauty, distilling 
out the key attributes that make 
the AONB special and worthy of 
designation as an AONB. They apply 
to large areas or all of the AONB.

�� Distinctive Characteristics are 
those components that define what it 
is that gives South Devon its sense of 
place. They generally apply to areas 
smaller than the AONB as a whole.

�� Key Features are specific and 
detailed locations, places, landmarks, 
occurrences, events etc. that are 
of particular significance to South 
Devon and help illustrate how 
or where the special qualities, 
distinctive characteristics and natural 
beauty can be seen.

Natural Beauty
Everything that makes South Devon special

Key  
Features

Distinctive 
Characteristics

Special 
Qualities
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Fine, undeveloped, wild  
and rugged coastline

Natural Beauty Criteria Distinctive characteristics

þ þ þ þ þ þ �� A natural, dynamic and evolving coastline.

�� A richly diverse intertidal area of sand, shingle, rock and extensive rocky reefs.

�� A largely undeveloped coast where limited development is restricted to historic coastal 
settlements.

�� Existing small settlements with a strong historic relationship with the sea.

�� The diversity and quantity of geological and geomorphological features represented along  
the entire coast.

�� Dramatic near-vertical hard cliffs over 100m high contrasting with areas of low soft cliffs.

�� Striking and prominent headlands, secluded coves, bays and beaches providing both scale  
and contrast.

�� An extensive coastal rights of way network and open access opportunities. 

�� Strong perception of being distant from significant habitation and an apparent absence of  
human intervention.

�� The smells, tastes, sounds and movement of the coast.

�� Exposure to the force of natural weather events and this effect on the senses meaning that 
character changes dramatically with the weather and seasons.

�� Sense of awe and wonder derived from the seascape – particularly the uninterrupted wide 
expanse of sea.
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Rationale

�� The scale, extent and continuity of fine undeveloped coastline that provided 
the primary reason for the AONB designation remains a finite and critically 
important national asset in its own right today.

�� The AONB coastline provides a distinct and abrupt contrast with the 
adjoining coastline of Torbay to the east and Plymouth to the west.

�� Many of the natural features exposed at the coast form important qualifying 
features for nationally important nature conservation designations including 
Special Areas of Conservation, Sites of Special Scientific Interest, National 
Nature Reserves and Local Geological Sites.
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Ria estuaries (drowned river 
valleys), steep combes and 
a network of associated 
watercourses

Natural Beauty Criteria Distinctive characteristics

þ þ þ þ þ þ �� A consistent high quality and diversity are found throughout the estuarine environment 
contributing to a strong sense of South Devon.

�� Estuary character changes with the state of the tide and weather conditions.

�� Extensive areas of saltmarsh, mudflat, coastal grazing marsh and reedbed.

�� Steeply sloping land adjacent to the estuaries, often extensively wooded down to the  
water’s edge.

�� Deciduous ancient woodland fringes the estuary sides and sheltered combes.

�� Extensive entirely undeveloped areas of the middle estuaries and smaller creeks.

�� Development restricted to historic settlements in sheltered locations close to estuary mouths, 
or at inland tidal extremities.

�� Occasional waterside developments and historic features have strong functional relationships 
with the water.

�� Harbour and boating infrastructure is clustered and largely contained within developed areas.

�� Flood plains close to the main rivers support rough grazing.

�� Combes with rough pasture, dense field boundaries and narrow streams at their bases drain  
to estuaries or at the coast drain direct to the sea as coastal combes.

�� Small woodland copses on valley sides and tree lined streams emphasise landform.
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Rationale

�� All five of the AONB’s estuaries share a very distinct character. Their extent, 
coherence and continuity are a defining feature of the South Devon AONB.

�� The South Devon AONB estuaries contrast markedly with the much bigger 
scale and more open and heavily developed nature of the nearby Tamar, 
Teign and Exe estuaries.

�� The Salcombe-Kingsbridge estuary in particular is a nationally important 
example of a ria estuary having very little freshwater input, high salinity 
levels and a large tidal range. Many truly marine plants and animals are 
found which seldom occur intertidally in estuaries elsewhere.

�� Intertidal rocky foreshore, seagrass beds, mudflats and salt marshes are 
irreplaceable features associated with each of the AONB estuaries.
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Deeply rural rolling patchwork 
agricultural landscape

Natural Beauty Criteria Distinctive characteristics

þ þ þ þ þ �� Elevated land with a pleasing rolling topography.

�� The pattern of wide, deep and mature Devon hedges (hedgerows on banks) makes a 
substantial contribution to character.

�� A generally small, irregular field pattern on lower and steeper land changes to one of medium 
to large fields on plateau tops.

�� Sparsely-wooded plateaux with wind sculpted and stunted hedgerow trees prominent in 
exposed locations near to coast, contrasting with tall mature hedgerow trees further inland.

�� Predominantly mixed farming with pasture on the steeper slopes.

�� Arable cultivation on flatter areas with larger field systems.

�� The sparse but clustered settlement pattern, farmstead layouts and local vernacular building 
materials make a significant contribution to a distinctive sense of place.

�� Farmsteads are scattered throughout the area, away from ridgelines and nestled in dips often 
with shelterbelts.

�� Sparsely wooded high ground is often accentuated by hill top copses.

�� Ancient Semi-Natural Woodland and Plantations on Ancient Woodland Sites are found on 
steeper valley sides.

�� A vivid contrasting tapestry of colours change throughout the seasons from subdued pastels  
of winter stubble to deep-red newly ploughed soils, the bright yellow of flowering oil-seed 
rape, deep green young wheat, ripe golden barley, and the pale yellow-white of newly 
harvested grass.
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Rationale

�� The patterned mosaic of predominantly small fields and Devon hedges  
reflects centuries of harmonious human involvement working in and shaping  
the landscape.

�� The complexity of the agricultural landscape vividly contrasts with the 
dramatic coastline and expansive apparent uniformity of the sea.

�� Mixed farming enterprises have been central to shaping the farmed landscape  
of the AONB and supporting its high nature value.

�� Away from the coast, wide, tall and mature Devon hedges supporting  
hedgerows enclose land at a very high density.
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Deeply incised landscape that is 
intimate, hidden and secretive 
away from the plateau tops

Natural Beauty Criteria Distinctive characteristics

þ þ þ þ þ �� Sharp incisions within the South Devon AONB landscape have been formed by rivers, the 
network of combes and the flooded former river valleys seen today as ria estuaries.

�� The minor road network is sparse and well hidden generally within sunken lanes bounded 
with high hedgebanks. The minor road network remains relatively lightly used by traffic.

�� Long views are afforded from plateau edges over the tops of combes or along valleys.

�� A perception of isolation is often quickly achieved by dropping from ridgelines or plateau tops 
to valley bottoms.

�� Steep valley sides, woodland and tall hedgebanks with mature hedges restrict and constrain 
views into and out of the combes and give a strong sense of enclosure, seclusion and at times 
relative isolation.

�� Dense ancient oak woods in sheltered and inland locations add to the sense of enclosure, 
restricting views, sound travel and light penetration.

�� In valley bottoms a more intimate close-to-hand scale is apparent and historic features become 
more visually prominent.

�� The sound of running water in the valleys, and the sounds of wildlife, sheep and cattle are all 
intensified by the more enclosed surroundings and shelter from prevailing winds.
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Rationale

�� The ability to quickly immerse oneself in the landscape and “get away from it 
all” is an important and highly valued characteristic of the South Devon AONB.

�� When traversing the AONB, the incisions formed by the five main estuaries, 
the network of watercourses and their associated combes create a rapidly 
changing character – a key feature of the South Devon AONB.

�� The intimate and secretive character afforded by valley locations contrasts 
sharply with that of neighbouring plateau, coastal and urban locations.

�� Ancient woodlands form a finite irreplaceable resource of great importance.
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Iconic wide, unspoilt and 
expansive panoramic views

Natural Beauty Criteria Distinctive characteristics

þ þ þ þ þ þ �� Coastal locations with high ground offer up to 360 degree panoramas that incorporate 
expansive seaward views to the horizon at up to 45kms away and contrastingly extensive, 
complex views inland toward southern Dartmoor and along the coastline.

�� A limited number of high inland locations have steeply falling topography to at least one 
side and offer up to 270 degree panoramic views, often including the presence of estuary or 
coastal water.

�� Long framed views are provided along combes, river valleys, estuary creeks, and along green 
lanes.

�� Views from the estuary waters offer a unique and particularly special perspective on the AONB 
landscape.

�� Gate gaps at field entrances form important ‘windows’ to the AONB landscape and provide 
wider views than those possible from within the constrained channels of lanes lined with tall 
hedgebanks and hedgerows. 

�� Ridgelines and plateau edges form distinctive, unspoilt and very exposed skylines. 

�� Views from the neighbouring inshore waters are dominated by the dramatic and varied AONB 
coastline and the range of prominent natural and historic built landmarks.
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Rationale

�� Open and uninterrupted panoramic views from high ground offer a  
real sense of remoteness, wildness and scale. They are a resource of 
exceptional value.

�� Vantage points with views that only contain natural features that are 
consistent with landscape character represent a diminishing, highly valued 
resource that is very highly regarded.



75Appendices and acknowledgements

A landscape with a rich  
time depth and a wealth  
of historic features and  
cultural associations

Natural Beauty Criteria Distinctive characteristics

þ þ þ �� Prehistoric features include complex field systems, drovers’ tracks, ridge ways, burial mounds, 
earthworks, hut circles, trading centres, settlement enclosures and hill forts.

�� Later features include farmsteads, field enclosures, orchards, lime kilns, catchmeadows, deer 
parks, rabbit warrens, quarries and toll houses.

�� Historic defensive features include hillforts, castles, gun batteries, pill-boxes and observation posts. 

�� Other historic coastal features include signal stations, navigation marks, lighthouses, 
coastguard cottages and shipwrecks.

�� Remains of earlier coastal settlements destroyed by storm events and erosion including 
Hallsands fishing village.

�� Smaller curving fields of medieval origin remain on valley and coastal slopes.

�� Large sophisticated country houses with estates and designed parkland.

�� Naval history associated with Dartmouth Royal Naval College and the former HMS Cambridge 
gunnery training school.

�� Historic villages and settlements with strong vernacular architecture and use of local materials 
give a strong sense of time depth.

�� Historic villages and towns are clustered at road crossings, bridging points, tidal limits and 
strategic waterside locations.

�� Strong cultural traditions associated with orchards remain including wassailing, cider and 
juice making and the championing of local apple varieties.

�� A packed calendar of estuary and coastal regattas, fairs and local produce remains a central 
part of South Devon AONB life.

�� A distinctive local dialect and vocabulary.
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Rationale

�� The extent, continuity and coherence of historic landscape character across 
the AONB is of national significance.

�� The AONB was the threshold to Devon and England for millennia forming 
the “front door” for movements of people, goods and ideas.

�� Layers of archaeological evidence and historic features reveal the evolution 
of the South Devon AONB landscape through time. 



76

A breadth and depth of  
significant habitats, species and 
associated natural events

Natural Beauty Criteria Distinctive characteristics

þ þ þ þ �� Vegetated sea cliffs; dry calcareous grassland and scrubland; sandbanks slightly covered by 
seawater all the time; large shallow sheltered marine inlets; and exposed and sheltered rocky 
foreshores are all of European importance.

�� Sea grass beds; mudflats; coastal vegetated shingle; maritime grassland and heathland; 
hedgerows on banks; traditional orchards; and oak and wet woodlands are all of national 
importance.

�� Agriculture-related habitats including Devon hedges, arable field margins, lowland species-
rich meadows, small deciduous woodlands and hedgerow trees all make an important 
contribution to the wider ecological network of the South Devon AONB.

�� Shore dock, early gentian, 13 of the 18 species of bats found in Britain, common otter, 
common dolphin, white beaked dolphin, harbour porpoise, leatherback turtle and grey seal 
are all of European importance.

�� A significant number of species are now endemic to the South Devon AONB including 
strapwort, cirl bunting, Mediterranean oil beetle, short necked oil beetle, cuckoo bee,  
long-horned mining bee, and the hornet robberfly.

�� 26 out of the 56 habitats of principal importance in England are found within the  
South Devon AONB.

�� Species records indicate 286 of the 596 wild British birds are associated with the  
South Devon AONB.

�� 160 of the 943 species of principal importance in England are recorded as being found  
within the South Devon AONB.

�� There are 2982ha of woodland including 30% semi-natural ancient woodland.

�� Bird migrations and roosts include barn swallow, guillemots and starling.
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Rationale

�� The quality and importance of biodiversity features are reflected in 
the number and range of designated sites including Special Areas of 
Conservation, Sites of Special Scientific Interest, National Nature Reserves, 
Local Nature Reserves, Important Plant Areas and Local Sites.

�� The geographical position occupied by the South Devon AONB combined 
with the diversity of habitats it supports makes the area important for a 
range of species at the limits of their natural distribution range.

�� The area’s coast, estuary, countryside, aquatic and marine environment 
combine to form a uniquely diverse landscape and seascape providing 
habitat, niches and conditions for a wealth of species.

�� Of national significance, the combination of natural events makes a major 
experiential contribution to the South Devon AONB.
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An ancient and intricate  
network of winding lanes,  
paths and recreational routes

Natural Beauty Criteria Distinctive characteristics

þ þ þ �� Narrow, often sunken historic lanes are bounded by tall often stone-faced Devon banks and 
topped with thick, wide hedges

�� Today’s North to South oriented roads derive from drovers’ tracks connecting Dartmoor to the 
coast for trade, transhumance farming and shelter.

�� A collection of historic toll houses, mileposts, bridges and signposts.

�� Views from vehicles substantially restricted by high banks and hedgerows, with glimpsed 
views through gateways.

�� Road users regularly cross into and out of the designated AONB area when traversing from 
east to west. The surrounding and linking road network consequently forms an important part 
of the experience. 

�� Users of the area’s road system find they frequently have to retrace their routes from estuary 
and coastal destinations.

�� The more heavily used minor roads typically follow the area’s ridgelines.

�� Away from ridgelines, particularly in an east-west direction the minor road network is 
exceptionally characterful being narrow, steep and winding.

�� The speed of vehicle travel throughout the area is suppressed by the narrow winding intricacy 
of the road network.

�� The 67km of unmetalled and unclassified county roads often referred to as green lanes make 
an important contribution to the area’s network of routes.

�� Hedge banks and road verges are rich in wildflowers and colourful natural vegetation with the 
Devon county flower, the primrose, featuring heavily during spring time.

�� The 60 miles of South West Coast Path National Trail provide a stunning walking experience.

La
nd

sc
ap

e 
Q

ua
lit

y

Sc
en

ic
 Q

ua
lit

y

R
el

at
iv

e 
W

ild
ne

ss

R
el

at
iv

e 
Tr

an
qu

ill
it

y

N
at

ur
al

 H
er

it
ag

e 
Fe

at
ur

es

C
ul

tu
ra

l H
er

it
ag

e

Rationale

�� The area’s relative inaccessibility and reliance on an intricate minor road 
network means that there is no quick way to cover the ground of the South 
Devon AONB; it has to be experienced at a slower pace.

�� The South West Coast Path and coastal margin form a nationally significant 
resource and the primary recreational route of the South Devon AONB.
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Areas of high tranquillity,  
natural nightscapes,  
distinctive natural soundscapes 
and visible movement

Natural Beauty Criteria Distinctive characteristics

þ þ þ þ þ þ �� The juxtaposition of coastal, estuarine, riverine, farm, village and woodland environments 
creates a rich experience of many different features, sounds, smells and textures perceived as 
being natural and contributing to a sense of tranquillity.

�� Some remote parts of the AONB distant from the primary road network, main population 
centres and tourist hotspots offer a real sense of high tranquillity at all times of the year.

�� Sections of the coast are wild and rugged offering a sense of remoteness with few signs of 
human presence and the perception of a strongly natural landscape and seascape. Extensive 
areas of semi-natural habitat reinforce this perception.

�� The coast provides a powerful experience of exposure to the elements, whether from steep 
vertiginous drops along cliff sections, the sound of waves, or during periods of strong south-
westerly winds or easterly storms. 

�� Away from the tightly focussed waterside settlements with harbours, historic cores and areas 
of moorings, the estuaries remain tranquil, remote and wild with little sense of human activity 
or presence.

�� Dark night skies can be viewed in locations away from the intrusive skyglow produced by the 
neighbouring large urban centres of Plymouth and Torbay or the area’s market and coastal 
towns.
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Rationale

�� The spiritual, emotional and physical responses to the landscape, 
particularly its sense of timelessness, wilderness, remoteness and 
peacefulness are nationally significant.

�� As a combination of views, movement, sounds, smells, textures and tastes, 
the way the AONB is perceived is dramatic, yet subtle and varied.

�� The dark sky and natural nightscape resource of the AONB is particularly 
highly valued.
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A variety in the setting to the 
AONB formed by the marine 
environment, Plymouth City, 
market and coastal towns,  
rural South Hams and the 
southern Dartmoor

Natural Beauty Criteria Distinctive characteristics

þ þ þ þ �� Plymouth and Torbay form important components of the South Devon AONB setting at the western 
and eastern ends of the area and contrast strongly with the deeply rural nature of the AONB itself.

�� Residents from Plymouth, Torbay and other areas of the South Hams choose to visit the 
South Devon AONB in significant numbers throughout the year for both leisure and business 
purposes. The reverse is also true with a high dependency of South Devon AONB residents for 
employment opportunities, goods and services provided by the neighbouring towns and city.

�� Off-shore rocks and small islands lie outside the AONB boundary but make a significant 
contribution to the coastal landscape setting.

�� In addition to its intervisibility with the AONB, the inshore marine environment is strongly 
linked to the AONB through centuries of maritime history, and modern day fishing industry, 
lifeboat services, recreational boating and Royal Navy training.

�� Dartmoor National Park forms a dramatic backdrop and distant skyline to inland views from 
the South Devon AONB.

�� Away from Torbay and Plymouth City, the principal character of neighbouring inland areas 
forming the setting of the AONB is one that is sparsely settled and deeply rural in nature.

�� The inland boundary of the AONB is mostly not marked by a distinct change in scenery 
and the landscape character continues seamlessly into the neighbouring countryside. The 
hinterland of the AONB – particularly the rural largely undeveloped countryside, farmland 
and woodland – is particularly significant as a setting for the AONB.
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Rationale

�� The setting to the AONB provided by surrounding areas of land, sea and 
urban settlement together with the inter-visibility between the AONB and 
these areas is of great significance.

�� Distant views from locations within the South Devon AONB include many 
significant features that are not located within the AONB boundary.
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APPENDIX 2.  
Ecosystem Services  
provided by the AONB
What the environment and nature do for us as society and 
as individuals is often referred to as Ecosystem Services. 
The following table illustrates the range of services 
provided by the South Devon AONB itself. Examples 
are also provided for each of the individual services 
and notes on their significance for South Devon. The 
ecosystem services approach is used throughout the South 
Devon AONB Management Plan to recognise, safeguard, 
strengthen and communicate what the environment and 
nature do for us.

The current or actual significance of each “service” to 
South Devon is indicated in the  
first column.

Provisioning 
services

Examples Comments

Food

5

Dairy, beef, 
sheep, cereals, 
vegetables, fruit, 
shellfish, fish, 
game.

Mixed farming, often organically produced, 
provides a broad range of foodstuffs while 
shellfisheries, crab potting and inshore fisheries 
add other important dimensions.

Fibre 

3

Timber, wool, 
straw.

Little construction or joinery grade timber is 
provided within the area. Most felled timber 
leaves the area for processing or is used locally 
for low grade fencing materials or its biomass. 
Historically reed and straw were extensively used 
for local thatching, but imported material now 
predominates. 

Fuel & 
Energy

3

Wood, biomass, 
seed-oils, wind, 
solar insolation, 
kinetic wave 
and tide energy, 
biogas.

South Devon receives some of the highest levels 
of solar insolation in the UK. Rivers offer limited 
opportunity for hydro power while inshore 
marine currents may offer some potential. The 
wood fuel potential of the area is significant.

Materials

2

Stone, gravel, 
sand, minerals.

Small scale stone quarries are a feature of 
the historic landscape. Local building stone is 
required for sensitive historic building repair.

Water  
supply

1

Aquifer, river and 
stream water 
for drinking and 
irrigation.

No large-scale drinking water supplies are 
generated from capturing surface water. Some 
farm level water collection for livestock and 
irrigation. Boreholes tapping aquifers provide 
important water supplies in the more remote 
rural areas. Abstraction takes place under licence 
mainly for agricultural purposes. 

Genetic 
diversity

3

South Devon 
cattle, rare breed 
sheep and cattle, 
endemic wildlife 
species.

Wildlife species now only found in South Devon 
or with significant proportions of UK populations 
associated with South Devon include cirl 
bunting, greater horseshoe bat, cuckoo bee and 
Mediterranean oil beetle.

Rare breed cattle and sheep species are popular 
amongst the area’s farmers and smallholders.

A handful of the area’s farms still use South 
Devon cattle.
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Regulating 
services

Examples Comments

Climate

3

Carbon storage 
in saltmarsh, 
mudflats and 
reedbeds.

Grassland, woodland, water bodies and the 
neighbouring marine environment buffer against 
temperature extremes.

Moisture laden south westerly winds provide 
natural crop irrigation.

Topography provides sheltered niches with 
specific microclimates.

Water quality 
and waste 
treatment

2

Reedbed 
purification, 
percolation 
through soil, 
decomposition, 
watercourse 
buffering, wooded 
valleys and cross-
slope hedgerows.

South Devon receives high levels of annual 
rainfall and is heavily reliant on land 
management practices in the upper and middle 
reaches of its river catchments. The South Devon 
AONB has generally good water quality, but is 
particularly vulnerable to diffuse pollution.

Water flow

4

Capacity during 
storm events to 
accommodate 
and slow peak 
water flows via 
depressions, 
pools, marshes, 
meandering 
watercourses, 
grassland, 
woodland, 
reedbeds and 
hedgebanks. 

A range of landscape features across the AONB 
contribute to retaining water or increase the time 
taken for water to reach watercourses. 

Persistent extreme storm events during periods 
of soil saturation cause natural drainage features 
to become overwhelmed. 

Healthy, porous soils and vegetation increase 
percolation rates and water retention 
capabilities.

The AONB is however at the bottom end of the 
main river catchments of the Yealm, Erme, Avon, 
Slapton and Dart and requires a more holistic 
whole catchment view to be taken.

Regulating 
services

Examples Comments

Soil quality

3

Natural aeration, 
incorporation of 
organic matter and 
minerals.

At risk of topsoil compaction or poaching

Soil erosion

3

Wooded valleys, 
uncultivated 
area on steep 
slopes, cross-field 
hedgerows.

Vegetation binds and buffers against soil loss.

There is an enhanced risk of soil erosion 
on moderately or steeply sloping ground, 
particularly when not under permanent 
grassland or semi-natural habitat.

Coastal 
adaptation

5

Shingle ridges, 
beaches, sand 
and shingle bars, 
estuarine habitats.

The majority of the coastline remains 
undeveloped and natural processes are allowed 
to act.

Sand and rocks dissipate wave energy and act as 
natural defences.

Particular challenges lay ahead for low lying 
coastal and estuarine settlements.

Pests and 
Diseases

3

Natural predation.

Climatic 
conditions.

A natural equilibrium that effectively regulates 
pests and diseases relies on a hierarchy of 
predators and prey species.

An annual period of below-freezing point 
temperatures impacts on viruses and bacteria.

On-farm bio-security measures augment natural 
factors.

Pollination

5

Nectar 
sources within 
hedgebanks, 
maritime 
grassland, 
meadows 
and lowland 
heathland.

Insect pollination of crops, trees, wildflowers and 
garden plants.

In order for pollinators to survive and thrive, 
habitat niches are needed to provide food and 
shelter for the full larval and adult life-cycle 
stages.



82

Cultural 
services

Examples Comments

Heritage 
& historic 
environment

5

Historic 
environment 
features from 
field patterns and 
hillforts to castles 
and lime kilns.

South Devon reveals an exceptionally rich time 
depth reflecting human occupation since the 
Paleolithic.

Maritime and military heritage particularly 
significant.

Historic settlements and vernacular buildings.

Long-established farming culture and traditions.

Inspiration 
& sense of 
place

5

Open and 
expansive 
plateaux, dramatic 
and varied coast, 
uninterrupted 
views, flower rich 
Devon hedges.

South Devon’s special qualities come together to 
create a strong and unspoilt sense of place that 
has inspired artists, writers and photographers 
drawn by the quality and character of the 
landscape and coast.

Aesthetic 
values

5

The beauty of the 
landscape.

The area’s individual landscape elements come 
together harmoniously.

Tranquillity

5

Undeveloped, 
intricate, natural 
and relatively 
inaccessible.

The more remote, timeless and wild locations are 
highly valued.

The AONB remains largely undeveloped, 
perceived as being natural. 

Away from the tightly focussed waterside 
settlements, the estuaries remain tranquil, 
remote and wild with little sense of human 
activity or presence.

Education

4

The natural world, 
geography, living 
at the coast, rivers 
and estuaries.

The AONB provides many locations for formal 
and informal education, particularly for 
environmental education.

Recreation

5

Estuaries, coast, 
rivers, woodland, 
public rights of 
way and green 
lanes.

Recreational boating, watersports, walking, 
beach-going and exploring historic market towns 
are the core activities.

Cultural 
services

Examples Comments

Tourism

5

Coastal strip, 
estuaries, 
countryside, 
market town 
coastal hubs.

The AONB’s tourism economy is worth over £104 
million to the local economy with over 2 million 
day trips and 270,000 staying trips annually. 
Green tourism plays a significant part of the 
tourism offer.

Supporting 
services*

Examples Comments

Biodiversity

5

Internationally 
and nationally 
designated sites, 
habitats and 
protected species.

Assemblages of species reflect the coastal climate 
and range of opportunities leading to important 
endemic species persisting in South Devon.

Geodiversity

4

Coastal 
geomorphology, 
cliffs and 
geological 
exposures.

The area’s rias, beaches, sand and shingle bars 
are present in a high concentration of great 
significance.

Nutrient 
cycling

4

Plants, animals 
and micro-
organisms.

Natural mechanisms play a crucial role 
in breaking down organic waste and the 
disturbance or unbalancing of natural processes 
leads to enrichment of terrestrial and aquatic 
systems. The area’s watercourses and estuaries 
are particularly vulnerable

Soil 
production

4

Plants and micro-
organisms.

Soils form slowly and can be quickly damaged 
as a result of high rainfall or poor land 
management practices.

Primary 
production

4

Photosynthesis 
and production 
of atmospheric 
oxygen.

Changes take effect over a very long period of 
time and rely on plant communities.

* all other ecosystem services depend on these services.
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