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I and II.  Principles 1 and 2 
 

Principle 1 – Space for recreation – Under the Downs Act 1861 the Downs is a “place of public resort 

and recreation” for all of the people of Bristol.  The Downs Committee will always give great weight 

to this fundamental role in its decision making. 

 

Principle 2 – Space for nature conservation – The Downs also has a critical role as an open green 

space for nature conservation and education in the context of declared climate and ecological 

emergencies. The Downs Committee will always give great weight to this role in decision making. 

 

Explanation of principle 1 and 2 

 

These two principles together set out the two fundamental purposes for the Downs to exist – 

recreation and conservation. The Downs Committee recognises its role in safeguarding both of these 

important principles but clearly there is a relationship between the two. The committee will need to 

take both principles into account in its future decision-making. A number of the recreational uses of 

the Downs (from football to events) also make an important contribution to the committee’s ability 

to fund the Downs for the enjoyment of everyone in the City. 

 

The Downs Committee is one of the partners, alongside the National Trust, Bristol Zoo, University of 

Bristol and others in the Avon Gorge & Downs Wildlife Project, which provides conservation, 

outreach and educational activities on the Downs. 

1. How important do you think the following principles are?  

 
Not at all 

important 

Low 

importance 

Medium 

importance 

High 

importance 

Very high 

importance 

Principle 1 - Space for recreation      

Principle 2 - Space for nature 

conservation  
     

2. Do you think that there are other fundamental purposes for the Downs that are not covered 

by principles 1 and 2?  
 



 III   Principle 3 – Funding  

 The Downs Act places a responsibility on Bristol City Council to provide funding for the maintenance 
of the Downs and the council accepts this role within reasonable limits.  However, the ambition of 
the Downs Committee is that it should raise all of the necessary funding without recourse to public 
funds. Bristol City Council may act as custodian of Downs funds, but these will always be ring-fenced 
under the management of the Downs Committee (the committee should make detailed 
arrangements with the council regarding the management of Downs funds). The committee should 
seek to raise funds from as many diverse sources as possible which are compatible with these 
principles. 
  

Explanation of principle 3 

 

It currently costs nearly £500,000 each year to maintain the Downs as it is today. This principle sets a 

clear ambition that the Downs Committee should raise this money so that the council and taxpayers 

do not need to fund the Downs. We recognise the council’s duty under the Downs Act to step in if 

necessary, as it has done during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

We are not specifying or ruling out any specific ways of raising funds in this strategy, but setting the 

aim that funds should be raised from as many different sources as possible, as long as they are 

compatible with all of our principles. 

3.   In recent times, substantial income has been generated from the zoo car parking and from 

events and activities on the Downs. 

 

Do you think the Downs Committee should aim for the Downs to be self-funded through 

events and activities to save tax payers money, or should the Downs be funded by Bristol City 

Council?  

Self-funded through events and activities 

Funded by Bristol City Council 

 

IV  Principle 4 – Events  
 

 Events held on the Downs are an important part of its fundamental recreational purpose as well as a 
way of generating funds. The Downs Committee will approve an annual programme of events which 
fulfils these aims and which provides for as wide an audience as possible. 
 
This must always be balanced with the other fundamental purpose of conservation. It must also 
recognise that temporarily restricting access to parts of the Downs for events has an impact upon 
other recreational uses. Events can also cause disruption to neighbours and other users of the space. 
The committee will always be mindful of these impacts when approving the events programme, and 
in particular must ensure that the significant majority of the Downs remains fully accessible to the 
public for a significant majority of the time. Where appropriate discussions will be held by event 
organisers with residents most likely to be impacted by events. 
 
The Downs Committee works with Bristol City Council’s Licensing and Site Permissions teams to 
manage the process of authorising events on the Downs. 
 



Explanation for principle 4 

 

Many people attend and enjoy events on the Downs every year. They can have an important role in 

regenerating the local economy, as well as raising the funds needed to maintain the Downs. 

 

The principle deliberately does not describe any specific events which will or will not take place; 

instead it aims to set the “ground rules” for decisions that the committee will make in the future. 

4. We have listed below the types of events that currently take place on the Downs. 

For each of these types of events, please say if you think there are too few, the right number, 

or too many.  

 Too few The right number Too many 

Small music events    

Large music events (e.g. Downs festival)    

Other large events (e.g. Bristol Pride)    

Comedy (e.g. Bristol Comedy Garden)    

Charitable events (e.g. Race for Life)    

Theme park (e.g. Funderworld)    

Circus    

Food festivals/events    

Outdoor cinema    

Sport (e.g. The Downs football league)    

Educational activities (e.g. guided walks, school visits)    

 

5. Are there any other types of events not included in the list above that you think should be 

held on the Downs?  
 

V   Principle 5 – Buildings and infrastructure  
 The Downs Committee will not sanction any development which fundamentally alters the character 

of the Downs as an open green space, or which harms the fundamental purposes described in 

principles 1 and 2 (recreation and conservation). The Downs is protected from development under 

the Downs Act and general planning law and nothing in this document changes or outweighs those 

statutory protections. 

 

Public highways on the Downs are the responsibility of the Highways Authority (Bristol City Council). 

The Downs Committee has no jurisdiction over them. 

 

There are existing buildings and other infrastructure (paths, sports and play equipment etc.) on the 

Downs, and developments will focus primarily on repairing, updating or, where necessary, replacing 

these existing items, in a way which is compatible with these principles.  Any proposal will be 

resisted unless there is a strong case that it supports the principles.  

 



Explanation of principle 5 

 

This principle aims to ensure that the Downs remain a green open space which is protected from 

development. 

 

There will be a requirement to replace and update what is there already; for example toilets, café, 

changing rooms etc. 

 

This principle aims to set out the basis on which the Downs Committee will make decisions in future. 

6.  Please say if you think we should focus on maintaining/improving what is already on the 

Downs, or consider adding new buildings and/or infrastructure.  

We should focus on maintaining/improving what is already on the Downs. 

We should consider adding new buildings and/or infrastructure. 

 

7. Is there any specific project or type of projects that we should rule in or out?  
 

Please state the type of project and whether you want it ruled in or out.  
 

VI  Principle 6 – Openness and Engagement  
 
The management of the Downs should be as open and transparent as possible (subject always to 

necessary legal and commercial confidentiality). Under the Downs Act the responsibility and 

authority for decision-making rests ultimately with the Downs Committee. The committee will keep 

its practices and structures under review to ensure that stakeholders (i.e. people who live, work or 

operate on and around the Downs) and the wider public have the best opportunities to understand, 

contribute to and challenge the decision-making process. Decisions will be taken in public unless 

there are legal or commercial reasons for information to be withheld. 

 

All members of the Downs Committee abide by the Nolan Principles and declare their interests for 

public record at the start of their appointment, and annually thereafter. 

 

Meeting procedures will provide clarity over the management of any real or perceived conflicts of 

interest. 

  

Explanation of principle 6 

 

This principle sets a clear aim that the governance of the Downs should be transparent so that 

people can clearly see what decisions are being made, by whom and why. 

 

This survey will be used to formulate a strategy and longer-term plan for the Downs and we 

anticipate continuing to engage with Downs users and the wider public through further events, 

surveys and other opportunities in the future. 

 

Following submission of this survey you will be redirected to an optional follow-up survey with 

questions about transparency and effectiveness in the way that the Downs is governed. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-7-principles-of-public-life/the-7-principles-of-public-life--2


8. We would like to know if there are types of activity you would like to know more about. 
 
What kind of information would you appreciate a better understanding of? Please tick all that apply.  

Potential events on the Downs 

Educational opportunities on the Downs 

Progress towards making the Downs self-financing 

The operation of the Downs 

The role of the Downs Committee 

Conservation activities 

Other (please specify): 

 

9. We are proposing to review and update the strategy for the Downs every 5 years. 
 
What do you think of this frequency?  

It should be reviewed more often 

5 years is about right 

It should be reviewed less often 

 

VII  Work Plan for the Downs 
 

In order to deliver on the draft principles set out in this engagement, and to ensure that our work is 

managed in a transparent way, the Downs Committee is creating a draft Work Plan. This sets out in 

one place the ongoing work and projects that the committee is managing, with timescales, budget 

implications and responsible people for each. 

 

Items currently in our draft work plan are:  

• Continuing and monitoring ongoing activities such as day-to-day maintenance of the Downs, and 
the education programme run by the Avon Gorge and Downs Wildlife Project, in which we are a 
partner 

• Approving and updating an annual programme of events, and working with events operators to 
explore longer term opportunities to collaborate 

• Investigating opportunities to increase our range of income, potentially including sponsorships, 
new commercial activities and charging existing commercial businesses operating on the Downs 

• Ensuring that the Downs budget is clear and correct, and that clear protocols are in place for the 
handling of Downs Committee funds by Bristol City Council 

• Clarifying the legal permissions required to carry out construction work on the Downs (focused 
initially on the proposed Sea Walls Café, but with potential wider implications for other projects) 



• Developing options appraisals, business cases and funding proposals for potential projects 
including the Sea Walls Café, potential refurbishment of the changing rooms and considering 
future uses of the North Car Park after the zoo has closed 

• Considering options to strengthen executive leadership for the Downs Committee, including the 
potential to create a new post to manage commercial activities and developments 

• Reviewing committee procedures and rules, and considering alternative structures which would 
improve transparency and effectiveness within the requirements of the Downs Act 

Our intention is that this plan will be discussed and updated at each Downs Committee meeting, and  

will therefore be published regularly in meeting papers. 
 
Much of the detailed work on each of these items is done by Downs Committee members on a 
voluntary basis, with some staff support from Bristol City Council officers.  Detailed work may be 
delegated to sub-committees or project “task and finish” groups, but these will report back to the 
Downs Committee in public, and decisions will be taken in public meetings. 

10. Is there anything else which you think should be included in our work plan?  

 

VIII Governance of the Downs 

 

The governance of the Downs is set out in the Downs Act (properly called the “THE CLIFTON AND 

DURDHAM DOWNS (BRISTOL) ACT 1861”).  

 

This is an act of parliament made in 1861 and still in force today.  It allowed the “Corporation of 

Bristol” (the predecessor to the modern day City Council) to buy Durdham Down, and brought it 

together with Clifton Down which was already owned by the Society of Merchant Venturers. The Act 

says that the Downs as a whole should “for ever hereafter remain open and unenclosed, and as a 

place for the public resort and recreation of the citizens and inhabitants of Bristol”. That protection 

remains in place today under the Act. 

 

This is primary legislation, which means that these rules could only be changed if new legislation 

were passed by Parliament to amend or repeal it. The Downs Committee took advice via Bristol City 

Council legal team in 2021 on how this could be done. Three specialist law firms were consulted and 

all agreed that a Private Act would be needed to change the Downs Act. They all estimated that this 

would take around two years to achieve and could potentially take longer. Estimates of costs varied 

because there are many factors which are difficult to predict, but they ranged from a minimum of 

£300,000 to a maximum of £500,000.  

 

The Downs Committee takes the view that changing the Act in this way is challenging and lengthy. It 

also risks removing the protections which currently cover the Downs. The committee recognises 

that  improvements to governance and transparency are needed and achieving this within the Act 

should be a priority. Our draft principles and work plan in this engagement are based on this 

approach. 

 

However, we are interested in hearing peoples’ views on this issue. We recognise that there are 

people who hold views that the Downs should/could be governed in a more democratic manner and 

believe that efforts to achieve that would be worthwhile and should be begun. 

http://www.locallearning.org.uk/stjohns/Act%201861.pdf


1. Are you content with the committee’s stance to work to improve transparency and effectiveness 
within the Act as it stands?  

Yes - work within the Act as it stands 

No - change the Act 

2. Within our draft work plan we have set out an action to investigate alternative structures and 
ways to improve governance and transparency within the Downs Act. 
 
Each of these options will need fuller investigation and legal advice to ensure that it is compatible 
with the Act, but could include the following. 
 
Do you agree or disagree that we should make the following changes if they can be done within the 
Act?  

 Strongly disagree Disagree 
Neither agree nor 

disagree 
Agree Strongly agree 

Creation of a new 
organisation with a wider 
board of trustees or similar 
working alongside the 
Downs Committee 

     

Handover of more day-to-
day responsibility to Bristol 
City Council Parks 
Department 

     

Involvement of stakeholders 
through regular meetings 
and workshops 

     

Opportunity to raise issues 
for debate at Downs 
Committee meetings with a 
minimum threshold of 
signatures (similar to the 
existing rules for council)  

     

 


