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Purpose of the report 
 
1. To provide members with feedback on the Europarc Conference. 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
2. That members note the report. 
 
 
Strategic Planning Framework 
 
3. The information and recommendation(s) contained in this report are consistent with the 

Authority’s statutory purposes and its approved strategic planning framework: 
 
  
Background 
 
4. This year the Europarc Conference took place at Kemeri National Park in Latvia.  

Kemeri was the first protected area in Latvia and it has been awarded the European 
Charter for Sustainable Tourism Award. Latvia was an interesting choice to hold a 
Europarc conference and reflected the growing influence of the eastern European 
states in the European protected areas movement. 

 
5. I arrived in the early hours of Wednesday morning after a fairly tortuous journey 

following my chairing of the National Park Authority meeting the previous day.  The 
conference opened with a plenary session and then a range of presentations which 
highlighted the role of nature in: sustainable development, health, culture and climate 
change.  These were excellent presentations and, fortunately for the UK delegates, 
were all delivered in English.  The role of young entrepreneurs in the area was 
highlighted by a presentation by a Latvian start up company which produced premium 
herbal tea hand picked from the wild meadows and forests of Latvia.  This was 
followed by a presentation on how nature could inspire hearts, sounds and colours in 
music and the arts – something quite unusual in the UK.   

 
6. One of the best presentations was from Dr William Bird, who also starred at the 

National Parks UK Conference the previous week in Coniston Cold.  I have to say that 
I felt an immense surge of pride listening to Dr Bird linking the benefits of nature and 
health in a similar way to which he had done with UK delegates the previous week.  To 
say his presentation was well received would be a massive understatement.   



 

 
7. The second half of the first day was spent in a series of workshops.  These touched on 

politics; business; health; music & the arts and the creation of space – all linked to the 
role of the environment. I took part in a workshop based on agriculture/nature based 
projects to support biodiversity and improve farmers’ income in protected areas. The 
case study I looked at was on how  to link restoration and grazing to restore previously 
poor quality grasslands.  The project took just over four years to materialise but once 
restored the sites became eligible for CAP agri-environmental funding which ensured 
the viability of farming activities over the longer term. In addition the project helped 
farmers to create additional revenue from grassland management by organising and 
establishing an ‘added value products’ working group for the farmers.  As a by-product, 
the landscape of the restored site had become more attractive to visitors. 

 
8. The second day was made up of a series of field trips to examine the work that was 

taking place within Kemeri National Park.  This included restoration of wetlands; the 
fishing traditions and cultural heritage of the area; the use of the sea coast in the 
national park; a visit to a biosphere reserve; a cycling tour; the use of food in promoting 
the area; the promotion of the area as a spa town [something which went back over 
200 years]; the restoration of raised bog and a geological hide.  I chose the use of food 
in promoting the area, which proved to be a gastronomic delight, involving first of all a 
visit to a project at the entrance to the adjoining Gauja National Park and organised by 
their Nature Conservancy section.   

 
9. I suppose it was comparable to the farmers markets that we have at home but with a 

much larger mix of produce including not only local food but pottery and clothing.   We 
then moved on to the Raiskums Brewery  which was both owned and run by a 
collection of local farmers who used the heat generated by the process to produce 
bread.  We had a medieval lunch served by monks at Cesis Medieval Castle followed 
by a tour of the ancient building.  The tour was completed by visiting a sweet factory 
run by a local village.  On the way back to base we had a chance to have a look at a 
toboggan run that was built when the Winter Olympics were held in Russia as the area 
then was.  On the whole an interesting day but the thing that really struck me was the 
massive level of investment that was going on throughout the area particularly on road 
infrastructure funded by the EU.  

 
10. The evening concluded with an extraordinary musical presentation linking nature with 

local traditional music.  It really was quite mesmerising though watching it in what felt 
like -100 temperatures was certainly challenging for some of the delegates. 

 
11. The final day brought together the findings from the previous days workshops in a 

plenary session.  It was something of mishmash [as it would be with 400 delegates 
from many European countries putting forward a range of views] but was certainly 
valuable in providing an opportunity to share experience and good practice across the 
European protected area family network. 

 
12. My chairing of the September National Park Authority meeting meant that I missed all 

the ‘political’ sessions from the first day of the conference.  I can’t say that I was upset 
about this but should members want more information on these, I am sure that the 
Chief Executive can oblige. 

 



 

13. All in all it was an extremely valuable experience, particularly at this difficult time for the 
UK in its relationships with our European colleagues. 

 
14. I do find it rather ironic that at a time when the UK is about to leave the European 

Union, the ties we make with the protected area network are becoming stronger.  This 
is a deliberate act on both our [the UK] and their parts.  I am struck and humbled by 
the way in which other European protected areas are keen to see the UK continue its 
involvement in the development of conservation best practice.  As many of my fellow 
delegates said to me, there may be political changes afoot but the environment 
recognises no boundaries’. 
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