
Areas of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty (AONBs)

Induction on national context for new staff, 
committee members and volunteers



Welcome to the AONB network. 
Though you may be involved 
with just one of these fabulous 
landscapes, you are part of a 
much larger picture and 
contributing towards the 
conservation and enhancement 
of some of Britain’s finest 
countryside.

This induction is written to 
complement information you 
may get locally, by providing the 
national context in an 
introduction to AONBs, what 
they are, the work AONB staff 
do, the national network, and 
how you can find out more.



Click this link to watch the welcome video message 
from Howard Davies, NAAONB CEO

https://youtu.be/azK5009A2U0




Naturally beautiful – nationally protected

There are 46 AONBs across England, Wales and Northern Ireland. These outstanding landscapes, 
unique and irreplaceable national assets, are some of our most special and cherished places.

Natural beauty goes well beyond scenic or aesthetic value. The natural beauty of an AONB is to do 
with the relationship between people and place. It encompasses everything - 'natural' and human -
that makes an area distinctive. It includes geology and landform, climate and soils, flora and fauna. It 
includes the rich history of human settlement, land use over the centuries, archaeology and buildings, 
cultural associations, and the people who live in it, past and present.

AONB Partnerships work to conserve and enhance natural beauty in the interest of everyone - for local 
residents, businesses and visitors – for nature and for culture - and for future generations.



What is an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB)?

An AONB is a designated exceptional landscape whose distinctive character and 
natural beauty are precious enough to be safeguarded in the national interest.

The primary purpose of an AONB is “to conserve and enhance natural beauty”. 
This was laid out in the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 1949,  
and confirmed in the Countryside and Rights of Way (CRoW) Act 2000.

The 1949 Act was passed following reports earlier in the 1940s of the Hobhouse 
and Dower committees, commissioned by government to look at safeguarding 
valuable landscapes and providing public access to land for recreation.

Supplementary (non-statutory) purposes to AONB designation were developed 
in the 1990s and are:

• In pursuing the primary purpose, account should be taken of the needs of 
agriculture, forestry and other rural industries, and of the economic and social 
needs of the local community.

• Particular regard should be paid to promoting sustainable forms of social and 
economic development that in themselves conserve and enhance the 
environment.

• Recreation is not an objective of designation, but the demand for recreation 
should be met in an AONB so far as this is consistent with the conservation of 
natural beauty and the needs of agriculture, forestry and other uses.
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AONBs – the wider context

Both AONBs and National Parks were enabled by the 1949 Act, 
and are deemed by government policy to have equal status in 
terms of landscape value and protection. While National Parks 
have independent authorities with their own planning functions, 
for AONBs responsibility lies mainly with the local authorities.  
Two AONBs, the Cotswolds and the Chilterns, have since 2004 
had independent Conservation Boards.

In international terms, AONBs are part of a worldwide family of 
protected landscapes (IUCN Category V) that includes our own 
National Parks and those of North America and elsewhere.  
Many European countries have a tier of designated areas in 
addition to their National Parks, such as in France a ‘Parc Naturel 
Regional’ (PNR).  The Europarc Federation is an umbrella 
membership body for protected areas in 40 countries.

To find out more, follow these links:

UK National Parks

Europarc Federation

IUCN Category V landscapes

Europe’s Nature, Regional & Landscape Parks

https://nationalparks.uk/
https://www.europarc.org/
https://www.iucn.org/theme/protected-areas/about/protected-areas-categories/category-v-protected-landscapeseascape
https://www.european-parks.org/publications/book-living-landscapes


Some AONB facts and figures

There are 38 AONBs in England and Wales.  33 are 
in England, 4 in Wales and 1 straddles the England -
Wales border.  There are also 8 AONBs in Northern 
Ireland but these have a different statutory basis.

AONBs vary greatly in size, from the Isles of Scilly 
(16 km2) to the Cotswolds (2,038 km2).

The Gower was the first AONB to be designated in 
1956, and the most recent new AONB was the 
Tamar Valley in 1995.  The Clwydian Range AONB 
was extended in 2011 to become the Clwydian
Range and Dee Valley AONB.

AONBs cover just under 20,000 km2, equivalent to 
around 13% of the land area of England and Wales.

Over 700 elected or appointed representatives are 
involved in AONB governance or advisory bodies, 
from a wide range of interests to reflect local 
needs.

Natural England/ Steve Westwood
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A brief history and legal basis of AONB designation

Our most beautiful and cherished landscapes have been valued 
and revered long before designations. Through art, poetry and 
literature, areas which are now our national landscapes of 
AONBs and National Parks have been celebrated for centuries. 
In the 19th Century, outdoor clubs and conservation bodies 
were formed with the surge of interest in outdoor recreation, 
appreciation and protection of nature. Yellowstone in the USA 
was the first National Park designated in 1872.

The first attempt to legislate to protect landscapes in the UK 
was the 1884 Access to the Mountains (Scotland) Bill. The Bill 
failed to progress, but calls for greater access and appreciation 
continued.  In 1931 Christopher Addison MP chaired a 
Government committee that recommended the creation of an 
authority to designate national parks and safeguard areas of 
exceptional natural interest against disorderly development, 
spoilation and to improve the means of access for pedestrians 
to areas of natural beauty and to improve measures for the 
protection of flora and fauna. This was not put into effect, but 
momentum continued..



A Standing Committee on National Parks made up of interested 
groups was formed in 1936 to champion their case.  In 1938 its 
secretary John Dower produced a pamphlet ‘The Case for National 
Parks in Great Britain’. In 1939 a summary of proposed provisions for 
a National Parks Bill followed.  This envisioned a commission that 
would designate both National Parks and nature sanctuaries.

In 1939 the Access to Mountains Act was passed. During the Second 
World War the Standing Committee continued to press for a National 
Parks Commission. This was supported by the recommendations of 
the Scott Committee on Land Utilisation in Rural Areas in 1942.

In 1945 John Dower produced a Report to the Government on 
National Parks in England and Wales. This also identified the need for 
protection of naturally beautiful landscapes which were not 
candidate National Parks owing to their small size and lack of 
wilderness. This led directly to the establishment of the National 
Parks Committee (chaired by Arthur Hobhouse), working alongside 
the Wildlife Conservation Special Committee (chaired by Julian 
Huxley). The resulting Hobhouse Report of 1947 led to the creation 
of the 1949 National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act - the 
legislation including the provision to designate AONBs.



Towards the present day

For many years AONBs were mostly a line on a map and a consideration in planning matters.  But by 
the 1980s and early 1990s, the threats to the special qualities of AONBs were coming from factors 
such as intensification of farming as well as inappropriate development.  Pro-active community-based 
work was being done by ‘countryside management’ teams in many local authorities, often guided by 
management plans.  Many AONB staff teams and Joint Advisory Committees (JACs) started in this way 
around the 1990s.  Through its review and recommendations for ‘Finest Countryside’, the Countryside 
Commission made a compelling case to government that the legal basis of AONBs was not strong 
enough, and this resulted in provisions in the Countryside & Rights of Way (CROW) Act 2000 which 
we have today.  AONB Management Plans became statutory, Conservation Boards were enabled, and 
a duty of regard placed on public bodies.  Following the Act, the Countryside Agency introduced core 
funding for AONB units dependent on staffing and governance reviews.  The Sustainable 
Development Fund (SDF) was first launched in Wales in 2001.



National agency responsibility for English and Welsh AONBs 
separated in 1990 and the approach has gradually diverged. 
In England the Countryside Agency was merged into Natural 
England in 2006, and Defra took over AONB funding in 
2011. Natural England retain an advisory role to 
government on protected landscapes and responsibility for 
making designations.  In Wales this role and the provision of 
funding has since 2013 been by Natural Resources Wales.

Section 85 in the CROW Act requires public bodies to “have 
regard to” AONB purposes. In practice this has been found 
to be a fairly weak provision.

Many AONB Joint Advisory Committees are now known as 
AONB Partnerships, and partnership working remains a core 
principle and strength of the way that AONBs are managed.  
The staff teams themselves are generally small, but through 
a Partnership the capacity of many other organisations and 
people can be brought in to benefit the AONB.

See Defra guidance on AONB designation and management 
and roles of Natural England and local authorities

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/areas-of-outstanding-natural-beauty-aonbs-designation-and-management
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/areas-of-outstanding-natural-beauty-aonbs-designation-and-management


Looking ahead - the Glover Review and beyond

In May 2018 the government commissioned a review into 
England’s National Parks and AONBs as part of the 25 Year 
Environment Plan.  Julian Glover led the independent panel and 
the NAAONB and individual AONB organisations submitted 
evidence.  The Review’s final report was published in 
September 2019. Its ambitious recommendations include:

• National Parks and AONBs should work more closely together, 
under a new National Landscapes Service.

• “What are now AONBs should be strengthened, with increased 
funding, governance reform, new shared purposes with 
National Parks, and a greater voice on development.”

• More must be done for nature and natural beauty, and to 
encourage wider participation in enjoying landscapes. 

• The name and acronym ‘AONB’ should be replaced, and the 
suggested new name is National Landscapes.

The government’s response to the Review report will determine 
what changes result from it.  
A separate Review of Designated Landscapes in Wales ran from 
2013 to 2018 and implementation is ongoing.

https://landscapesforlife.org.uk/application/files/3415/5586/2985/NAAONB-Response-to-Glover-Review-of-Designated-Landscapes.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/833726/landscapes-review-final-report.pdf


The National Association for AONBs (NAAONB) is a registered charity supporting the UK’s 46 AONBs.

Its vision is that the natural beauty of AONBs is valued and secure, and its mission is to support and 
develop a network of ambitious AONB partnerships with a strong collective voice.

The NAAONB is a charitable company limited by guarantee, and its charitable objects are :

a) to promote the conservation and enhancement of natural beauty including the physical, 
natural, cultural and built environment in and around Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, other 
protected areas, and those areas for which such designation might be pursued,

b) to advance the education, understanding and appreciation of the public in relation to the 
conservation and enhancement of natural beauty including the physical, natural, cultural and built 
environment of Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), other protected areas and those 
areas for which such designation might be pursued, and

c) to promote the efficiency and effectiveness of those organisations promoting or representing 
Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, other protected areas and those areas for which such 
designation might be pursued.

The charity’s membership is made up of 
AONB partnerships and conservation 
boards, and other organisations and 
individuals. It is governed by a board of 
trustees assisted by a small staff team.

https://landscapesforlife.org.uk/


AONB Management Plans

Under the CRoW Act, AONB Management Plans are statutory 
documents.  They must be reviewed every five years, and where an 
AONB crosses into the areas of more than one local authority, the 
authorities must ‘act jointly’ to prepare the Plan.  AONB Partnerships 
will usually prepare Management Plans, drawing on their wide 
stakeholder involvement, but the Plans have to be formally approved 
by the local authorities themselves (except where there is a 
Conservation Board).

There is guidance on the process and content on Management Plans, 
but no set format.  They are locally produced for local needs.  They 
must define the policies of the local authority/authorities for the 
AONB, and will also usually set a vision and actions.

Importantly, AONB Management Plans are plans for the area, not for 
the AONB organisation.  They rely on many different people and 
organisations for their implementation. The strength of Management 
Plans rests in the depth of engagement and involvement of different 
people in their preparation.  They promote collaboration, help to 
bring a shared understanding, and can help to support funding bids.



Planning and development in AONBs

Planning policy and decisions to protect the natural beauty and character of AONBs are the 
only real regulatory aspect of the designation, and are the responsibility of local authorities, 
under national guidance. This does not mean no development, but ensuring that 
development complements the character of the landscape, is sustainable and is of an 
appropriate scale and nature.

The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) sets out national policy in England, and 
Paragraph 172 states that “Great weight should be given to conserving and enhancing 
landscape and scenic beauty in National Parks, the Broads and Areas of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty, which have the highest status of protection in relation to these issues.”  It goes on to 
set out that “Planning permission should be refused for major development other than in 
exceptional circumstances, and where it can be demonstrated that the development is in the 
public interest.”  The paragraphs relevant to AONBs in Planning Policy Wales are 6.3.5-6.3.10.

Local Plans usually have policies for specific AONBs, and some AONBs have more detailed 
planning guidance to aid decision making for developers and planning authorities.

Involvement in planning is a core function for all AONB Partnerships/Conservation Boards, 
and AONB Management Plans are a material consideration in planning.  AONB Partnerships 
and Conservation Boards are consultees in planning (the Glover Review recommends them to 
become statutory consultees) and regularly comment on development proposals affecting 
their AONB, e.g. in relation to landscape, biodiversity, historic environment, etc.  In AONBs 
under significant development pressure a dedicated Planning Officer is often employed to 
deal with the high caseload.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-planning-policy-framework--2


Nature recovery and addressing climate change

Climate change is high in public consciousness, and national and 
international reports continue to document overall declines in 
nature (among some encouraging successes).  There is 
unprecedented concern for the future of the natural world, but 
the global responses to the effects of human impact on nature 
are so far insufficient.  This is as true in AONBs as elsewhere.

At the 2019 Landscapes for Life Conference in Colchester, the 
NAAONB made the Colchester Declaration on Nature Recovery 
on behalf of AONBs throughout the UK.  This sets out pledges 
and targets to significantly increase the scale and pace of 
conservation and nature recovery activity to help halt the 
decline.  Read about some of our nature recovery solutions.

AONBs are home to rare and threatened habitats and species, 
and AONB organisations are well placed using their networks 
and partnerships to link up organisations and individuals to 
achieve more.  A Nature Recovery Plan will be prepared for each 
AONB setting out how SSSIs will be brought into favourable 
condition, wildlife-rich habitat will be created or restored, new 
woodland planted and threatened species helped.  People will 
be helped to connect with nature and meaningful measures 
taken towards reaching Net Zero carbon emissions.

Leo Smith

https://landscapesforlife.org.uk/application/files/7815/6326/2583/The_Colchester_Declaration.pdf
https://landscapesforlife.org.uk/about-aonbs/nature-recovery-solutions


AONB teams

There are around 280 people working in the 38 AONBs in England and 
Wales (2019).  There are many similarities but each AONB team or unit is 
set up and run differently. Employment is usually through a host Local 
Authority except for the Conservation Boards, but hosting arrangements 
vary quite a lot.  There are a wide variety of job roles, full and part time, 
permanent and project specific, across the AONB Network. 

The size of AONB team varies from 2 or 3 posts to 30+.  Almost all have a 
dedicated Lead Officer (Manager/Director).  Other common job roles 
include project development, conservation and land management, 
planning, communications, sustainable tourism, volunteer support, 
finance and administration.  There may also be staff working on heritage, 
health and wellbeing, access and recreation, youth engagement, 
education and understanding and much, much more.  AONB teams do a 
huge amount to conserve and enhance these landscapes, but very often 
work in partnership with other organisations. 

Have a look at these case studies of AONB teams’ work - achieving 
landscapes for people, for nature, for culture and for business.

The Bowland Award is given annually for outstanding contributions to 
AONB management.  Read about the past winners.

https://landscapesforlife.org.uk/about-aonbs/aonb-case-studies/introduction
https://landscapesforlife.org.uk/get-involved/bowland-award


Diversity and Inclusivity

National Landscapes like AONBs are protected for the enjoyment of EVERYONE.  
Evidence gathered in the Glover Review reveals a worrying lack of diversity in both 
governance and enjoyment of our landscapes.  As of 2019 there are just five 
members (0.7%) from BAME backgrounds and three with a declared disability 
(0.4%) across all AONB boards. AONB staffing is thought to be of a similar make 
up.  No information is available on representation by the LBGTQ+ community and 
we should also be more aware of inclusivity around gender, age and religion.

Research shows that 1% of visitors to National Parks are from BAME communities 
and disabled people are 10 times less likely to access the countryside than the 
general population, and AONBs are likely to be similar.  This compares to a 
national population representation of 14% BAME and 18% disability respectively. 

The Glover Review challenges us to be more inclusive of our whole population in 
everything we do and to “actively connect all parts of society with these special 
places to support understanding, enjoyment and the nation’s health and 
wellbeing”.

We can do much to enable more diverse access to and management of AONBs, 
and being continually aware of the need to improve diversity in daily work, our 
projects, our recruitment and all our policies.  We can learn from examples 
elsewhere such as the Mosaic project and from organisations like the Black 
Environment Network, Sheffield Environment Movement and Disabled Ramblers.

https://www.cnp.org.uk/sector/mosaic
http://ben-network.org.uk/index.asp
http://ben-network.org.uk/index.asp
http://www.semcharity.org.uk/
http://disabledramblers.co.uk/


Taking an active part in the AONB network

Why network?

Knowledge and learning

Sharing best practice

Peer support         

Motivation

Feeling part of 
something bigger   

Collaborating

There are lots of ways you can take part:

• Basecamp – the online forum (currently being 
replaced by a new platform)

• The annual Landscapes for Life Conference

• Regional staff groups

• Team visits to other AONBs

• Topic Working Groups

• Collaborative projects with other AONBs

• Hosting or taking part in webinars

• Buddying, exchanges, picking up the phone…!

See landscapesforlife.org.uk for more…

https://landscapesforlife.org.uk/
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