
AONB PROJECT FUND
Introduction
The Project Fund is designed to assist with the implementation of the Management Plan, by targeting financial assistance at the Local Priorities and Objectives contained in the Plan. Assistance is discretionary and projects will only be assisted if they are unable to receive grant from another source, e.g. Countryside Stewardship Scheme, Woodland Grant Scheme, Local Heritage Initiative, etc. Help and advice will be available from the AONB Unit and District Council Officers, to enable applicants to submit high quality proposals to these other grant schemes.

The Project Fund will assist with the on-going management of sites as well as one-off capital schemes. Assistance will normally be in the range 20-50% of approved costs, but could be up to 100%. Work may be assisted either via grant aid to land managers or via direct works organised and funded by the AONB Project itself. Schemes will be assessed on the criteria detailed below. Larger schemes will require the approval of the Joint Advisory Committee, as will any schemes that are not identified as Local Priorities or Objectives in the Management Plan.

Criteria

The following criteria will be used to assess the eligibility and level of assistance for each application.

· The eligibility of the project for funding from other grant aid sources. The Project Fund will normally only be used to fund projects that are unable to get assistance from other sources. Project Fund assistance may occasionally be used to supplement other grant sources, where it forms the last piece of the funding ‘jigsaw’ and finally makes the project happen.

· The priority of the project in the Management Plan. Is the work on a Local Priority Site or is the project contributing to the Landscape Priorities or Objectives?

· The general benefit accruing from the project (public visibility, biodiversity or cultural heritage value, etc.)

· The 'value for money' of the project and the plausibility of the costs.

· The level of funding necessary to allow the project to proceed.

· The quality, appropriateness and fine details of the project.

· The budget remaining at the time of the application.

Eligible projects
Assistance will be available for two basic types of project - on-going site management works and capital works. The AONB Officer is authorised to offer assistance up to a level of £2,000 for any single project and will assess the project and level of assistance applicable.

This figure refers to the sum of assistance offered by the Project Fund and is per individual project (a site may have more than one project in operation). Where necessary the AONB Officer will liase with relevant District or County Council Officers, to obtain technical advice and ensure that there is no duplication of effort.

Any offer of assistance exceeding £2,000, or any assistance for a project that is not a Local Priority or Objective in the Management Plan, will require approval from the JAC. Consultation with the JAC will be at a Committee meeting, if there is one scheduled for the near future. Otherwise, consultation will be with the JAC Chairman.

The AONB Officer will submit a monitoring report to each Core Funding Group and JAC meeting, giving details of all projects assisted both since the previous meeting and as a running annual total. The AONB Officer may be asked for full details and required to justify his decisions.

General conditions attached to offers of assistance
a) Only 1 quotation needs to be submitted with an application, but 'standard cost' calculations may be used in order to ensure value for money.

b) No work will be assisted retrospectively. This condition may exceptionally be varied at the AONB Officer’s discretion, where it is felt that the start of the work has not unduly prejudiced the assessment of the project for assistance.

c) Where necessary, an offer letter must be issued.

d) The work must be completed as per the specification contained in the original application, although flexibility will be allowed if unforeseen circumstances arise.

e) The agreed sum will be paid following the submission of receipted accounts or a statement of costs and a satisfactory site inspection.

f) The final sum paid may be reduced 'pro-rata', if the final cost of the project is less than the estimate contained in the original application. If additional eligible costs have been incurred, then an amount up to but not exceeding the original offer sum may be paid.

g) In exceptional circumstances, and only with the prior written approval of the AONB Officer, the grant offer or grant payment may be increased ‘pro-rata’ to cover additional eligible costs.

h) Works covered by conditions attached to a planning consent will not be eligible for assistance.

Landscape, cultural heritage and biodiversity projects
Items of expenditure eligible for assistance (either via grant aid or by direct works) include:

a) Materials – Trees and shrubs of an appropriate size; tree tubes or spirals, together with supporting stakes or canes; protective rabbit and/or stock fencing; individual cages; chemical treatments; etc.

b) Labour – For construction, site preparation, planting, fencing, site consolidation/repair, site management, etc. – hired specialist contractors; farm labour; own labour.

c) Professional fees incurred in recording site interest, developing management options and preparing the application for grant assistance.

d) VAT, when this cannot be reclaimed by the applicant.

e) Planning fees associated with pond construction.

f) Any other items considered by the AONB Officer to be legitimate associated costs.

g) For direct works carried out by the AONB Project (e.g. fencing, hedge planting, pond excavation), the AONB Officer will obtain sample quotes at the beginning of each financial year. Contractors for specific projects will then be selected on the basis of price and/or specialist knowledge.

Preparation of Site Management Plans
Assistance of up to 75% will be available for the preparation of site management plans.

The following additional conditions apply:

a) The plan must be prepared by an appropriate professional advisor.

b) A draft copy of the plan should be made available to the JAC for comments.

c) 2 copies of the final plan must be provided - one for the applicant and one for the JAC.


MANAGEMENT OF ANCIENT WOODLANDS
A range of measures designed to assist with the sympathetic management of Ancient Semi-Natural and key Ancient Replanted Woodlands, which are generally identified as Local Nature Conservation Priorities in the Management Plan:

a) An Enhancement Grant to encourage owners to restock appropriate ASNW sites using natural regeneration rather than nursery stock. Where rabbit fencing, scarification or other works are necessary to achieve sufficient regeneration, assistance of 50% of the costs of such works will be available. This is dependent upon the applicant agreeing to favour appropriate species and remove inappropriate species during singling operations carried out after felling. In addition, assistance will be available to plant native shrub and minor species to diversify the species mix if necessary. Assistance will be at a flat rate of £1 per shrub and the number of shrubs, species and exact mix would be agreed between the applicant and the AONB Officer. This assistance would be in addition to the £525/ha and 50% of fencing/scarification costs available from the Forestry Commission under the Woodland Grant Scheme.
b) An Enhancement Grant to diversify the species mix on ASNW sites where natural regeneration is not expected to be successful. A flat rate payment of £1 per shrub will be made, up to a maximum of 500 shrubs/ha. It is assumed that such sites will normally be re-stocked at 1100 trees/ha (3m centres), with the planting pattern being infilled with native shrub and minor species, to bring the stocking density to a maximum of 1600 plants/ha (2.5m centres). The number of shrubs, species and exact mix will be agreed between the applicant and the AONB Officer. This assistance would be in addition to the £525/ha available from the Forestry Commission under the Woodland Grant Scheme, but would only apply to additional shrubs/minor species.
c) An Enhancement Grant for replanting on the key Ancient Replanted sites identified as Local Priorities. It is hoped that the Forestry Commission will strongly encourage WGS applicants to replant with an appropriate mix of species, to restore native broadleaved cover. The native shrub and minor species element of the replanting mix will be assisted by the JAC, on the basis outlined in b) above, therefore allowing applicants to submit a WGS scheme comprising 100% of the more commercial canopy species. The aim will be to achieve 10-20% of the final stocking as native shrub or minor species, assisted at a flat rate of £1 per shrub. The number of shrubs, species and exact mix will be agreed between the applicant and the AONB Officer. This assistance would be in addition to the £525/ha available from the Forestry Commission under the Woodland Grant Scheme.
d) An Enhancement Grant to assist applicants with uneconomic woodland management operations. This assistance would be for such operations as coppicing, glade clearance, removal of inappropriate species or manipulation of planting mixes in the period beyond 10 years after planting. Assistance of up to 100% of the costs of such works will be available, given the uneconomic context but potentially high nature conservation benefits. This assistance would be in conjunction with grants available from the Forestry Commission under the Woodland Grant Scheme/Woodland Improvement Grant, to ensure that 100% funding is achieved.

e) Assistance with contacting appropriate local contractors or the provision of labour, to carry out the works outlined above.

