Walkers are Welcome Annual Report 2023-2024

Introduction

As with many voluntary organisations, we have found the environment in which we operate has
changed from how it used to be a few years ago. Our members have faced steadily harder challenges
in ensuring good walking conditions and supporting their local economies; it is to their considerable
credit that so many have been able achieve the wealth of outcomes recorded in their Annual Returns.
We congratulate and thank them all.

Like many other organisations, we are hoping that the new Westminster government will be more
friendly to walkers and other users of our public rights of way network (and other public open spaces).
It is still early days and the signs are mixed, with many references to the ‘difficult decisions’ to be
made, attributed to the financial state of the UK. However, there is a great opportunity for us here, as
we can demonstrate the value of walking to the economy as well as to everyone’s health and well-
being. We are uniquely placed to press these points, which is why we have added our voice to the
Outdoors for All coalition of 52 national organisations, championing the benefits of great public access.
So, the need for our members to be active in monitoring what’s happening and to press for desired
changes is greater than ever, and we will continue to provide information to enable you to do this.
With the drive and determination that you all have, we should be able to secure a better future for
walkers everywhere.

National Executive Committee

The year saw further changes to the NEC. In April, we were sorry to lose Debbie Sturgess, but in
recent months we have been pleased to welcome Gareth Simpson (Cowbridge) and Carl Hedderick
(Evesham).

The current make up of the NEC and the Board of Directors is:

Kate Ashbrook Director (and Patron)
Stuart Bain NEC

Andrew Frankland-Barber NEC, Director (Treasurer)
Ken Hawkins NEC, Director (Chair)
Carl Hedderick NEC

Helen Kenneally NEC

Ann Sandell NEC (Secretary)

Gareth Simpson NEC

Naomi Wrighton NEC, Director

Our thanks go, as in previous years, to all our current and past members, who have worked hard to
keep us going as an organisation and to provide as much support as we can to you as our accredited
members. It is to our regret that we must report that despite all that work, the number of members
has continued its slight fall - we have had new applications, though these remain fewer than those
which have departed.

We have nevertheless continued with all and more of our ‘ordinary’ activity, including the production
of the monthly members’ newsletter (thanks, Ann and all who have sent in contributions) and the
quarterly external newsletter Walk this Way (thanks in particular to Helen, Ann and Naomi and all who
have contributed items and arranged adverts). We have also kept the website under review to make
our aims as an organisation clearer and more inviting to non members (thanks, Naomi and Ann, plus
Tom Coward for implementing our changes). Andrew has kept the finances in order, while Ann has
continued to respond to the many and varied enquiries that come in, as well as servicing the NEC
meetings - no mean feat for online meetings. We have also made steady progress in our publicity,
particularly in social media, thanks to Stuart, who moderates a public Facebook group (Walkers are
Welcome Towns). Naomi has continued to work on Slow Ways and Themed Events, where member
involvement has not been as great as we had hoped. On the wider front, following receipt of
information from our Patron Kate, we have joined the Outdoors for All coalition, pressing for better
access.

Following last year's AGT, we invited comment about preferred arrangements, especially from those
who did not attend. The responses to that invitation have been taken into account in making



arrangements for this (and next) year’s event. We considered in detail, but ultimately did not adopt,
suggestions for holding the AGT online, for breaking it into regional events or for holding it every other
year. We are as ever open to new ideas and proposals from potential hosts and hope you find this
one enjoyable and beneficial.

Going back a year, Jan Stevenson from Ross on Wye had prepared material on how to measure the
financial benefits of Walkers are Welcome membership to the host town. Following her excellent
presentation at the AGT, updated material has been distributed to a group of volunteer towns, which
have been trialling it to see how it worked with their own activities. It is still too early for results but
has provoked questions about what information we can collect, and how we collect it, from participants
in WaW activities. We will be exploring some of those questions with you after the General Meeting.

Members’ issues

We have not accredited any new towns so far this year. We have two provisional members working
towards accreditation.

As | wrote last year, one recurrent concern has been securing input from a greater number of our
members to national initiatives and events, including contributions to the internal and external
newsletters, which have been served by some regular stalwarts (and a great job they do) but it would
be good to have more members involved.

Our Annual Returns - as always - listed some amazing work and ideas. We were also glad to have
the responses made by many to the invitation to feedback for us; we reviewed everything entered
there, considered carefully all suggestions and replied to everyone making comments.

We acknowledge with gratitude the work of Llanwrtyd Wells for organising this year's AGT, and to
Bingley (celebrating Bradford’s Year of Culture in 2025), Baildon, Otley and Burley in Wharfedale for
offering to host the 2025 AGT. It would be good also to have offers for Regional Get Togethers - none
have been held this year.

2025

| fully expect that 2025 will mirror earlier years in being an interesting mixture of maintaining much of
the old and exploring new ideas and ventures. It has been an honour to have acted as Chair for these
few years, but | am stepping down this year though will remain on the NEC as long as my colleagues
want me. | am sure the organisation is in good hands with the NEC - but | am also sure they would
welcome interest from anyone else who might offer to take a share of the workload.

Ken Hawkins, Chair
on behalf of the Walkers are Welcome Directors and NEC members
14 September 2024
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