
The Society exists to maintain and improve the South Downs National Park and it’s area. We work hard to improve access to the Park 
and take an informed interest in planning policy and planning applications. As well as providing a comprehensive program of walks 
and strolls we take a special interest in access, rights of way and other park initiatives both in the park and in the immediate area. We 
have begun a series of talks on park subjects, to be held throughout the National Park area. Contracts are in place with the National 
Park to replace stiles with gates and to provide funding to restore a stretch of the South Downs Way that’s in very poor condition. All 
these activities ensure that we fulfil our duty in section 4 of the 2006 Charities Act to provide public benefit.

1. Summary: Our achievements in 2017
Trustees have been keen to raise our profile in the park and be-
come involved in various observable projects.

We have been aware that our Society name doesn’t provide a 
good indication of what we do, and allows confusion with the 
National Park Authority. We have therefore agreed to rebrand as 
“Friends of the South Downs” whilst retaining our formal compa-
ny name. The change has been well received by both members 
and external bodies. 

views across the Weald. It attracts over 80,000 walkers per year. 
This section is almost completely flat, but water lying on the track 
causes the surface to quickly degrade. The Society’s £15,000 con-
tribution will be topped up by £10,000 from the SDNP Trust. The 
proposal is to raise the level of the track above the surrounding 
fields to allow a camber to shed water off the track. The track 
would be built up with natural chalk and strengthened with flint.
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To fulfil our objectives, create a real difference in the park and 
raise our profile we have:

 * Responded to planning, transport and access issues. 

 * Maintained the walks and strolls programme, this continues 
to be well supported by members, encouraging many onto the 
Downs providing a warm welcome to newcomers and regulars.

 * Completed the Secret Shore project.

 * Agreed with the South Downs National Park Trust to replace 
stiles on paths within the park with kissing gates. This project will 
enable many less mobile walkers to use popular paths that are 
currently impossible for them to use because they cannot climb 
over stiles. Our initial commitment is to spend £10,000, which is 
to be matched by the Trust. Ring-fence the funding for the re-
placement of Stiles with Swing Gates. The project will replace a 
minimum of 20 stiles for swing gates per annum, with the stiles 
to be replaced agreed between the Trust, the South Downs Na-
tional Park Access Officer and the Friends of the South Downs at 
an annual access meeting. The SDNP Trust will manage the nego-
tiation, administration and practical arrangements for the works, 
updating regularly on progress. We are pleased that the SDNPA 
has agreed to recognise our support on their Miles without Stiles 
web pages and in other publicity.

* We have also agreed to provide seats on popular paths and in 
particular on the South Downs Way. We share with the National 
Park Authority a dislike of traditional seats, often placed in memo-
ry of individuals. Such seats require regular maintenance and can 
look incongruous in our natural environment. The authority has 
suggested a design using locally felled trees and we have been 
asked to suggest suitable locations.

* Undertaken to fund restoration of a popular section of the South 
Downs Way between Ditchling Beacon and Lewes. This section 
of the SDW runs along the crest of the Downs with far reaching 

Our staff have continued to provide support to Trustees and 
members. Due to the resignation of two staff over the last two 
years, two new staff have joined us. Trustees are careful to balance 
the cost of staff against the benefit of the work they carry out, and 
all four current members of staff work part time, giving a full time 
equivalent staff level of two.

Our office manager Alison Jones and her assistant Gill Linturn 
manage all finances, membership records, attendance at shows 
etc. Policy Officer Steve Ankers continues to be well respected 
amongst NPA staff which gives weight to his commentary on 
planning matters. Our newest recruit, as Campaigns and Market-
ing manager, is Claire Horsman. Claire has used her knowledge of 
graphics and campaigns to bring a new level of professionalism 
to our printed output and will lead recruitment activity and cam-
paign publicity.

2. Planning and Land Management
2017 was another busy year for the Society responding to plan-
ning applications, commenting on emerging statutory plans, 
contributing to regional and national campaigns and seeking to 
influence the way land in the National Park is managed.

We submitted comments on 94 planning applications compared 
with 71 in 2016, ranging from minor developments which raised 



a more modest option with significantly reduced environmen-
tal impact. We promoted this through a display at the annual 
Binsted Strawberry Fair, by participating in a public walk and 
demonstration, through press releases and a public forum. 

The Society has for a number of years been an active partner in 
SCATE (South Coast Alliance on Transport and the Environment), 
a partnership of environmental organisations and residents’ 
associations seeking more environmentally sustainable solu-
tions to transport issues along the Sussex coastal strip. In 2017, 
SCATE commissioned consultants to prepare a detailed study 
and report on these issues to inform our responses to the various 
consultations and with a view to influencing the deliberations 
of decision makers and other stakeholders. The Society made a 
significant financial contribution to this work, calling on a grant 
from the Campaign for National Parks (CNP). The report and its 
recommendations will be published in 2018.

As well as SCATE the Society works with a range of environmental 
organisations through other partnerships. 

The South Downs Network comprises nearly 40 organisations ac-
tive in the National Park. The Society now provides both its secre-
tariat and treasurer functions and in 2017 inter alia facilitated its 
member organisations in joint meetings with the Park Authority 
and its land managers’ group, in commenting on the Pre-sub-
mission South Downs Local Plan, in responding to proposed rail 
timetable changes affecting the park and in lobbying Eastbourne 
Borough Council not to sell off its landholdings in the downs.

Other National Parks have “Friends” groups similar to the South 
Downs Society. Networking with those societies continued 
through the year and through our “umbrella” organisation, the 
Campaign for National Parks (CNP). In addition to sharing experi-
ence and ideas on areas like membership recruitment and reten-
tion, this networking enabled CNP to co-ordinate responses on 
behalf of the various National Park societies to government initi-
atives and consultations. In 2017 these included a housing white 
paper, environmental improvements to trunk roads and fracking.

important issues of design, neighbourliness, access or precedent, 
through to proposals for major developments such as new hous-
ing estates, renewable energy schemes and fracking. In every 
case, we focused on the potential impact on the National Park 
and based our comments not merely on a subjective response 
but on the confirmed planning policy at local and national level. 
While most of our responses related to proposals inside the Na-
tional Park, we also considered developments outside the park if 
we felt they might impact significantly on the park.

Most of this work was undertaken by our planning volunteers, 
known as District Officers or DOs who form the Society’s Plan-
ning & Conservation Committee. Trevor Beeston stood down as 
chair of the committee after six years but has continued as a DO. 
He was replaced as chair by Nigel Brown, who also continued as 
a DO. Our part time staff, Policy Officer and administrative sup-
port ensured key applications were picked up and the Society’s 
responses were consistent. There were staff changes during the 
year, bringing different skills to the table, the Society successfully 
maintained its planning inputs which are regarded as profession-
al and influential by the National Park Authority and others. 

A training event was organised for the DOs with a planning con-
sultant and retired local authority chief planning officer to pro-
vide helpful updates on legislative changes. Invitations were 
extended to partner organisations of the South Downs Network.

We responded to emerging neighbourhood plans for Lewes, 
Seaford, Plumpton and Ditchling (with Streat and Westmeston), 
seeking to ensure the special qualities of the National Park were 
recognised and respected.  We also commented on local plans 
being prepared by planning authorities for those areas which ad-
join the National Park, assessing whether their emerging policies 
and development allocations might have a bearing on the park.

The development plan of great significance is the local plan for 
the National Park itself which will for the first time bring together 
appropriate policies for the protection and enhancement of the 
park’s special qualities. The Society has had the benefit of meet-
ings with staff of the Park Authority at each stage of the plan’s 
preparation, has commented in detail and in 2017 we submitted 
a full response to the “Pre-submission” South Downs Local Plan, 
the final opportunity to comment before the plan is submitted in 
2018 for assessment by an independent planning inspector.

Our response was very supportive and appreciative that our 
comments made at earlier stages of the plan’s preparation had 
been considered. At the pre-submission stage we commented 
inter alia on policies for determining proposals for major devel-
opments, policies for tranquillity, bio-diversity, sites with interna-
tional designations (the risk of losing the protection to such sites 
post-Brexit), “enabling” development (which supports financially 
the retention and conversion of heritage assets), conservation 
areas, protecting land for farming, historic rural roads, sustaina-
ble tourism, extensions to dwellings, protecting land for employ-
ment, protecting routes for walking, cycling and horse riding.

The A27 trunk road runs within and close to the National Park 
between Chichester and Polegate. Several stretches of the road 
are subject to significant congestion and high accident rates. Pro-
posals have regularly been brought forward to ameliorate these 
problems but the environmental constraints of the National Park 
mean that engineering solutions are not easily found. 

In 2017 the Society participated in “stakeholder events” and re-
sponded to consultations on proposals for improvements to the 
A27 at Chichester, Arundel, Worthing, Lancing and east of Lew-
es, our focus on the implications for the National Park in both 
short and long term. In the case of options for a new A27 bypass 
at Arundel, the Society adopted a high profile in objecting to 
schemes which bit heavily into the National Park and supporting 
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3. Access and Rights of Way
Robert has stood down as the chair of the committee after years 
of hard work and we appreciate all that he has done. I have been 
appointed to replace him; however, we have not yet been able 
to organise a fully quorate A&RoW Committee meeting. We need 
more Committee members and also have vacancies for more 
Area Access Officers. The latest meeting for AAOs was the CAMS 
training session which was organised by Robert in conjunction 
with the SDNPA. It is hoped that the training offered will help 
overcome previous difficulties using the system. 

We want to continue our attendance at the five Local Access Fo-
rums that cover the National Park area. This is especially impor-
tant as the pressure on Local Authority budgets is beginning to 



5. Financial Summary
The Society uses its financial resources to help achieve its 
charitable objective of protecting the beauty of the South 
Downs. 

During 2017 expenditure exceeded income by £16,131, 
though that deficit was more than balanced by an increase in 
investment values of £29,253, resulting in a net movement 
of funds of £13,122. The Society’s total funds at the year end 
stood at £795,338. The Trustees have decided to contribute 
£25,000 to projects to improve the condition of and access to 
the South Downs Way. Other projects are also planned. 

The Society maintains its funds at a level to provide income to 
support activities which would not otherwise be affordable, 
to provide grants for projects which are consistent with the 
Society’s objectives and to allow for the cost of winding up 
the Society, if that ever became necessary.

show in an apparent reduction of their levels of support for their 
LAFs. The only exception being the SDNPA who clearly regard the 
LAF and its activities as a central part of their work with Trevor 
Beattie, their Chief Executive, frequently attending meetings. This 
is understandable, Access and Rights of Way is a small and periph-
eral part of a County Council’s work and will have a lower priority 
when budgets are under stress, on the other hand it is a major 
part of a National Park Authority’s interest and this is reflected in 
the priority allocated to issues arising. This means that the work 
of our AAOs in monitoring the RoW is even more important so we 
can highlight issues with the relevant Access Authority to try to 
ensure that they are meeting their obligations.

Both the folklore and songs 
strands of the project gen-
erated tremendous interest 
and enthusiasm.  Many local 
people were involved in 
finding out about folklore, 
singing songs and attending 
concerts and events.

The Society produced 
two significant outputs, a 
book, The Secret Shore: Tales 
of folklore and smuggling 
from Sussex and Hampshire, 
and a CD, South Coast Songs 
and Shanties.

Walks co-ordinator Rosemary Warren and Strolls co-ordinator 
Judy Robinson have once again produced an impressive program 
of walks and strolls, assisted by a large number of members vol-
unteering to be leaders. Both walks and strolls are well supported 
by members in the centre of the park area, but we are concerned 
about attendance in Hampshire and East Sussex. Future recruit-
ment efforts will be carried out in these areas. Several walks and 
strolls have been advertised to encourage non members to join 
the walk/stroll and hopefully the Society.

We continue to offer our support to the Sussex Ramblers project 
‘Don’t lose your way’ and to Parish Councils who are dealing with 
RoW or Open Access issues. The Society’s initiative to replace stra-
tegically placed stiles with gates has received some enthusiastic 
support and we have offered to part fund repairs and improve-
ments to the surface of some sections of the South Downs Way.

4. Education and Understanding
During 2017, the Society completed the Secret Shore project 
which celebrated the folk songs and folklore of the Sussex coast-
al towns.  The project, which was largely financed by the Herit-
age Lottery Fund, provided workshops in which local people re-
searched and shared local folklore and learned traditional songs 
and sea shanties.  
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BALANCE SHEET  As at 31 December 2017
  2017  2016
Fixed assets  -  -
Tangible
Investments  £780,032  £750,779

Current assets   
Stock £321  £1,820
Debtors £8,000  £8,200
Cash at bank and in hand £10,593 £18,914 £25,892 £35,912

Creditors: 
Amounts falling due within one year £3,608  £4,475
Net current assets  £15,306  £31,437
Net assets  £795,338  £782,216

Funds
Restricted Funds  £5,000  £5,000
Unrestricted funds  £790,338  £777,216
Total funds  £795,338  £782,216

STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL ACTIVITIES  
For the year ended 31 December 2017
  2017  2016
INCOME  -  -
Subscriptions, donations and legacies £40,822  £38,023
Charitable activities  £14,983  £35,132
Other trading activities  £4,550  £4,819 
Investments  £30,420  £30,980
Other  £267  -
Total Income  £91,042  £108,954

EXPENDITURE 
Raising funds  £34,335  £33,822
Charitable activities  £72,838  £91,925
Other  £107,173  £125,747
Net income / (expenditure)  (£16,131)  (16,793)

Other recognised gains/ (losses)
Gains/(Losses) on investment assets £29,253  £69,390
Net movement in funds  £13,122  £52,597
Reconciliation of funds  
Total funds brought forward  £782,216  £729,619

Total funds carried forward  £795,338  £782,216


