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Presidential Address
Widening the Horizons: the future 
for National Parks
Rachel Thomas
The Exmoor Society, Parish Rooms, Rosemary Lane, Dulverton,
Somerset TA22 9DP

Casting her expert eye across the heart-achingly beautiful landscapes of 
Exmoor National Park, our President, Rachel Thomas notes that the waste 
known as the ‘Forest of Exmore’ was claimed by the Crown as one England’s 
67 medieval royal forests and its boundaries were fixed as early as 1204. 
Exmoor today is spread over the two counties of Devon and Somerset. As 
late as 1894 an attempt was made to transfer the whole parish of Exmoor to 
Devon for administrative purposes but, opposed by Somerset County Coun
cil, the attempt met defeat. In the 1950s, the National Parks Commission 
regarded Exmoor ‘with its lovely and majestic scenery, its renown, its 
romance, its extent and fascinating wild landscape as entirely falling in with 
the idea and forms prescribed by Parliament for National Parks’, an endorse
ment that persuaded the government to sign its designation order on 19 
October 1954. Exmoor National Park thus came into being with an area of 
176,000 acres and a population of fewer than 10,000. The Exmoor Society 
was formed in 1958 as a branch of the Devon Council for the Protection of 
Rural England (CPRE). The Society fought a campaign against losses of 
moorland through ploughing, fencing and large-scale forestry proposals. It 
has played an exceptionally influential role in drawing attention to the impor
tance of moorland and National Park status. After reviewing the wider 
concept of National Parks and the variety of landscape designations that 
exist in the UK, the President describes the special qualities of Exmoor: its 
scenic beauty, the richness of its wildlife, its remarkable history, and the 
opportunities that it affords for enjoyment and learning. Challenges are iden
tified including climate change, the decline of hill farming, and the fierce 
competition for land within the Park. The functions and powers of the 
National Park Authority are considered and the address concludes with a 
robust and persuasive defence of such bodies which, at their best, are the 
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standard bearers of a more integrated approach to rural development that 
recognises the natural capital of landscape (including natural beauty) and 
how this is linked to human wellbeing.

As your newly installed President, and also as Chairman of the Exmoor 
Society, I am particularly delighted that the Devonshire Association has 
ventured over the county boundary into the Somerset part of Exmoor 
for the first time to hold this Annual General Meeting at Dulverton. 
Being a Devonian by marriage and adoption, it has often puzzled me 
why Exmoor, an ancient plateau made up of rocks of the Devonian 
period, the source of several Devon rivers including the Exe, and a 
landscape with outstanding panoramic views south and west over the 
culm country to Dartmoor, is not wholly in Devon but is spread over 
two counties. It appears to be an illogical boundary, slicing through a 
major upland area of the south west that has more in common geo
graphically with Devon. What quirk of history pushed the Somerset 
boundary westwards, then to take a right-angled turn east across part 
of Exmoor’s central moorlands and finally north to the coast at 
County Gate so that it now covers two thirds of the National Park? 
The answer is thought to be found in the early history of the Saxon 
settlement of the area, although more recent theories suggest that the 
boundary may have been affected by prehistoric estates in the Iron 
Age around the coast at Countisbury. In his History of the Forest of 
Exmoor, first published in 1911, MacDermot states that,

The modern forest - i.e. the present parish of Exmoor - was in the same 
state in the year 800 and in 1800 and as regards a large portion of it in 
1900, save for a few fences and drainage gutters.1

The Wessex Saxons, after founding a fortress at Taunton, gradually 
possessed the land on the eastern side of the moor, pushing into the 
Brendons and along the coast. About the same time, the Devon Saxons 
spread north west from Exeter into the northern parts of Devon and 
into the south west foothills of the moor. Much of Exmoor was an 
inhospitable, barren waste, not attractive to settlers and it became a 
natural boundary between Devon and Somerset, with the line between 
them based on local knowledge and not defined on the ground, other 
than by round barrows along ridge tops or by river courses. This waste 
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was known as the ‘Forest of Exmore’ and was claimed by the Crown 
to become one of the 67 royal forests of England, with its western and 
north south boundaries fixed in 1204, and it seems that the whole of 
Exmoor Forest has been in the county of Somerset since then. This 
does not mean that there have not been more recent disputes over the 
precise boundary between Devon and Somerset on the open moor, 
with uncertainty remaining over its exact position until the nineteenth 
century. As late as 1894, an attempt was made to have the whole par
ish of Exmoor transferred to Devon for administrative purposes and 
MacDermot tells us that even though many residents were in favour 
of the change, it was opposed by Somerset County Council and even
tually defeated. Exmoor is divided administratively and remains in its 
location in the outback or the borderlands of the two counties. Bu
reaucratic recognition of its uniqueness as an area with a distinct and 
intact character was not realised until it was designated as a national 
park in 1954 - and with this came the opportunity to plan, manage 
and influence its future as a geographical unit and a holistic whole.

CONCEPT OF NATIONAL PARKS
The traditional British approach to countryside protection has been 
to separate out special areas through a range of different designations 
from National Parks, Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs), 
National Nature Reserves, Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs), 
to Green Belts. With the recognition that the whole of the countryside 
matters, do we still need such an approach? Devon has two out of the 
ten National Parks in England. In this address, and using Exmoor as 
the example, I want to show how our concept of National Parks was 
conceived, their role today and whether they are fit to face the chal
lenges ahead in being able to protect and enhance a critical part of the 
nation’s environmental and cultural capital, as well as satisfying local 
needs for sustainable development.

This year is the sixtieth anniversary of the Act that provided for 
areas to be designated as National Parks in England and Wales for the 
purposes of preserving and enhancing their natural beauty and ways 
of life, and of promoting their enjoyment by the public. The move
ment for creating them had taken a long time in gestation, particu
larly when we recall that the first American national park to be created 
was Yellowstone in 1872. However, the UK concept was different 
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primarily in that there were no pristine landscapes left (with few peo
ple living within them) that could be set aside for conservation only. 
Our own National Park movement was brought together by three 
different and often disparate strands and interest groups drawn from 
landscape aesthetics, the study of nature and access to the open coun
tryside. Often called the founder of our National Parks, William 
Wordsworth, as early as 1810, published A Guide to the Lakes2 in 
which he said that they should become a ‘sort of national property in 
which every man has a right and an interest who has an eye to per
ceive and a heart to enjoy’. The Romantic Movement was a turning 
point in landscape appreciation, particularly of wild mountains and 
moorlands.

Dislike, even horror, of moorlands had been expressed by a variety 
of early travellers. John Leland3 in 1543 described Exmoor as ‘forest, 
barren and morisch ground, wher ys store and breeding of young 
catelle, but little or no corne or habitation.’ Daniel Defoe4 recorded 
‘the country is called Exmore, Camden calls it a filthy, barren Ground 
and indeed so it is’. Camden also called Dartmoor ‘squalida montan’. 
Later, he changed his mind about Exmoor saying that it was ‘a mas
terpiece of Nature perform’d when she was in her best and gayest 
humour’ .5 Landscape appreciation can change over time, but the British 
have a long fascination with scenery, aesthetics or natural beauty and 
the rural idyll.

The second strand that fed into the National Park Movement was 
nature study and the protection of flora and fauna, geology and phys
iology. A number of naturalist groups with distinct interests emerged 
in the nineteenth century, such as the Royal Society for the Protection 
of Birds. Not surprisingly, much of the pressure for the nature conser
vation elements of the 1949 Act originated in scientists’ interests in 
the natural world.

The third strand came from the demand for access to mountains and 
moorlands, which was particularly strong in the north of England, 
where people from industrial towns wished to escape to the country at 
weekends. Rambling clubs kept up the pressure and the mass trespass 
of Kinder Scout in 1932 helped to draw attention to the need for fresh air 
and access to open countryside. Landscape aesthetics, wildlife and access 
provided powerful components in the early twentieth century, with a 
range of voluntary bodies such as Council for the Protection of Rural 
England (CPRE), the Ramblers, the Royal Society for the Protection of 
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Birds (RSPB), and The National Trust coming together to form a Standing 
Committee for National Parks. Already, on Exmoor, the Acland family 
(a generation ahead of their time) had leased to the National Trust the 
Holnicote Estate. ‘It’s a really magnificent stretch of country. Jolly to 
think it will be national’ (Francis Acland).

The aftermath of the Second World War inspired people to want 
change and to expect a better Britain, and putting aside land for its 
dramatic scenery and enabling people from all walks of life to enjoy 
it was seen as a philanthropic and democratic aim. The recommenda
tions of the Dower6 and Hobhouse7 reports on National Parks in 
1945 and 1947 culminated in the 1949 National Parks and Access to 
the Countryside Act,8 which prepared for the designation of particular 
areas with special characteristics as National Parks. The term National 
Park meant ‘an extensive area of beautiful and relatively wild country 
in which for the Nation’s benefit.......... (a) the characteristic natural
beauty is strictly preserved (b) access and facilities for public open air 
enjoyment are amply provided (c) wildlife and buildings and places of 
architectural and historic interest are suitably protected, while (d) estab
lished farming use is effectively maintained’.9 Exmoor was included in 
both reports as ‘a potential National Park which is happily free from 
serious problems’.10

However, it was not plain sailing all the way, several parks being 
opposed by Local Authorities and local people. The first tranche included 
the Peak District, the Lake District, Snowdonia and Dartmoor in 1951; 
the North York Moors and the Pembrokeshire Coast followed in 1952. 
Exmoor came later with the Yorkshire Dales and finally Northumber
land and the Brecon Beacons. The Norfolk Broads has its own Act and 
more recently the New Forest and (as an intention to legislate in 2010) 
the South Downs complete the list identified by Hobhouse. There will 
now be fifteen National Parks in the United Kingdom: ten in England, 
three in Wales and two in Scotland.

EXMOOR’S EARLY HISTORY AS A NATIONAL PARK
From the beginning, in contrast to Dartmoor, there was fierce opposi
tion against Exmoor’s designation, in particular by County Councils 
who had only recently received planning powers and did not want to 
lose this important function. By 1954, the Government felt that there 
were already enough National Parks and that only the Yorkshire Dales 



6 Presidential Address

should be approved rather than Exmoor and it was touch and go as 
ministers vacillated between approving and refusing it. It was not 
until the National Parks Commission stated ‘We regard Exmoor with 
its lovely and majestic scenery, its renown, its romance, its extent and 
fascinating wild landscape as entirely falling in with the idea and 
forms prescribed by Parliament for National Parks’ that the argument 
was won at the last minute. This ringing statement and the hostile 
reaction from the voluntary sector pushed Ministers into signing the 
Order on 19 October 1954. The boundary in the Devon part was 
drawn tightly against the moorland edge, separating Exmoor from 
the surrounding farmland and moorland villages. The Commissioners 
spent very little time in looking in detail at the boundaries and probably 
took notice of Devon County Council’s objections which had recently 
lost the case against the creation of Dartmoor. They also decided to 
exclude the Quantocks so that Exmoor consisted of 176,000 acres and, 
with a population of fewer than 10,000, remained smaller than origi
nally envisaged.

Contested then, from the beginning, Exmoor faced immediate 
problems. Only four years later, in 1958, the Forestry Commission 
proposed to afforest a central block of moorland known as the 
Chains. A group of local people from Barnstaple organised a cam
paign and a petition against the proposals and, on the day that the 
Forestry Commission formally withdrew them, the Exmoor Society 
came into being as a branch of the Devon Council for the Protection 
of Rural England (CPRE).

Through the 1960s, the Society collected evidence of the rate of the 
loss of moorland and concluded that very little of Exmoor would be 
left if agricultural reclamation was not stopped. In 1966, a pamphlet, 
Can Exmoor Survive?, produced by the Society, gave detailed statis
tics of how much natural vegetation had disappeared, and this set off 
an acrimonious debate between conservationists on the one hand, 
and the hard pressed hill farming community on the other. For over 
20 years, the Society fought a campaign against further loss of moor
land through ploughing, fencing and large-scale forestry proposals. 
Two Government departments were responsible for conflicting poli
cies with one offering grants for ploughing and fencing in order to 
increase agricultural production and the other wanting to conserve 
moorland and wildlife. In response to the ‘Great Exmoor Debate’, the 
Government set up an Inquiry in 1977, led by Lord Porchester who 



Presidential Address 7

was a former chairman of the County Councils Association. The 
Porchester Report produced detailed statistics of moorland loss and 
recommended that certain areas of Exmoor should be conserved for 
all time.11 Maps showing these areas, called Section 43 maps, would 
later be drawn up by Exmoor and (following the later Wildlife and 
Countryside Act, 1981) also by other National Park authorities.

Lord Porchester’s conclusions included a recommendation for com
pulsory Moorland Conservation Orders. This provision was incorpo
rated in the Countryside Bill, 1979 and would have become law but 
for the fall of James Callaghan’s government (it had only six hours to 
go through Parliament). Such a power would have incorporated the 
Statutory Compensation Code of ‘before and after’ capital values. 
Land values on Exmoor bear little relation to their productive capac
ity and resort to Moorland Conservation Orders or even their exis
tence as a backstop power would have prevented proper compensation 
to the already disadvantaged upland farmers who were being pena
lised for having maintained moorland areas but who saw others pro
ducing additional income from improved pastures and thereby 
keeping their young people engaged in agriculture where they had 
been brought up. On Exmoor, following the Porchester Report, man
agement agreements were successfully negotiated on the basis of profits 
foregone and the formula for this radical departure from the Statutory 
Compensation Code was incorporated by the new Conservative 
government in the Wildlife and Countryside Act.12 From the Exmoor 
management agreements sprang the whole raft of agri-environmental 
schemes - and an acceptance that public money should be used for posi
tive land management practices as well as restrictions. It is said that the 
conservation movement cut its teeth on Exmoor which, as a relatively 
soft upland with deeper soils, largely free of rocks, was eminently 
reclaimable for agriculture.

The Exmoor Society has played an influential role, nationally as 
well as locally in drawing attention to the importance of moorland 
and the National Park status.

CONCEPT OF NATIONAL PARKS TODAY
In today’s society, where there is greater environmental awareness and 
general recognition that the whole countryside matters and needs pro
tection, is the concept of National Parks still valid? It is my thesis that 
over time the concept has become more valued as it has evolved and 
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adapted to changing circumstances, but has kept at its core the found
ing vision of setting apart special places that have a wide variety of 
significant conservation assets to be protected and maintained in good 
shape for the nation. The British have added an international dimen
sion by developing the concept of Protected Landscapes (see: IUCN 
World Commission on Protected Areas13) which are lived in and provide 
livelihoods for local people and it is crucial for the British National Parks 
to remain on this world list. In 1991, the Fit for the Future Report14 
explored what factors make National Parks different from other parts 
of the countryside. It came to the conclusion that ‘the essence of the 
concept of a national park lies in the striking quality and remoteness 
of much of the scenery, the harmony between man and nature it displays 
and the opportunity it offers for suitable forms of recreation. These 
qualities must be combined over extensive tracts of distinctive country
side which provides a sense of wildness’. The Government accepted this 
definition and stated that

National Parks are to give particular emphasis to identifying those quali
ties associated with wide open spaces and the wilderness and tranquillity 
found within them.

The 1995 Environment Act15 made their two purposes more explicit 
by including wildlife and cultural heritage with natural beauty as the 
first purpose, and understanding as well as enjoyment linked to their 
special qualities as the second one. Although considered, the Govern
ment did not include a third socio-economic purpose as these func
tions were carried out by other parts of local government and 
development agencies and would detract, it argued, from the National 
Park Authorities’ twin focus on conservation and enjoyment.

LANDSCAPE DESIGNATIONS
As landscape designations then, there is a special emphasis on scen
ery, but landscape means more than this as it has ‘layers of meaning’.16 
The word landscape comes from the Dutch ‘landschap’ which meant an 
artist’s impression of an outdoor scene. Landscape has been described 
as a meeting place between:

• People and nature, where sometimes the natural world appears 
more dominant and in other places, the influence of people is more 
evident
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• People and their history, which links past activities
• People and their tangible and intangible views, which includes not only 

their responses to scenery and nature, but also emotional responses 
and associations.

In other words, landscape is a social construct and expresses the inter
relationship between people and the natural world that gives an area 
a sense of place and a distinct character. Landscape Character Assess
ment is a well-established tool for systematically identifying, classifying 
and describing landscapes. A national framework of ’joint character areas’ 
has been introduced by the conservation agencies, and the Devonshire 
Association will recognise several; for example, Dartmoor, Exmoor, the 
Devon Redlands, the Culm and Blackdowns. In 2007, a more detailed 
landscape character assessment for Exmoor was undertaken and this 
now helps form key policies strategic planning for protecting and 
enhancing its special qualities.

Interestingly, the two National Parks are not necessarily more beau
tiful or capable of absorbing large numbers for outdoor recreational 
activities than other areas of Devon, but they have unique combina
tions of special qualities connected with their natural beauty, wildlife 
and cultural heritage that constitute a precious national resource of in
ternational and global significance. As a whole, they are relatively wild 
and tranquil, have extensive areas of open spaces and semi-natural 
vegetation, retain traditional systems of hill farming; and many of 
their historic landscapes are intact some of them dating from the pre
historic and medieval periods.

EXMOOR'S SPECIAL QUALITIES
(a) Scenic Beauty.
A pen-portrait of Exmoor shows that it is an ancient upland plateau, 
shaped by its underlying geology of Devonian rocks of sandstones, 
slates and shales unlike the other uplands of the South West. Its classic 
landforms are smooth and rounded with long horizontal ridges and 
convex slopes running east-west across the landscape as far as the eye 
can see. The plateau has been deeply cut into by rivers, such as the 
Barle and the Exe, flowing southwards, and the Heddon, the East and 
West Lyns to the north. There are very few places where the underlying 
rocks break the surface. The vegetation cover clothes a variety of land
scapes ranging from the grass and heather moorlands, spectacular sea 
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cliffs (the highest in England) deep and steeply wooded valleys, rolling 
farmland divided by beech hedges and thinly spread farms and small 
villages. There is very little intrusive development that detracts from 
the landscape such as major roads or power stations, theme parks, 
derelict industrial sites or quarries, not only within the park but also in 
its surrounding rural areas. This helps to give the feeling that Exmoor 
is wilder and of greater extent and more isolated than it really is, and 
accounts for peoples’ perceptions of the peace and tranquillity that are 
rare in southern England. In our crowded island, the natural beauty of 
wilder areas plays an important part in many in peoples’ hectic, busy 
lives. Today, issues such as the scrub invasion of moorland, people pres
sure, the dumbing-down of some areas giving a country park character, 
clutter, suburbanisation, changes in land use and over-management are 
recognised as detrimental to landscape quality and must be met by the 
more targeted management measures that are available.

(b) Wildlife.
Such a variety of landscapes means that much of Exmoor’s wildlife is 
rich and diverse. Twenty-eight percent of the park is designated by 
UK and European law because of its wildlife value. Ferns, mosses, 
liverworts and lichens; and habitats such as heath, blanket bog and 
western oakwood are internationally rare. Notable species include all 
16 species of British bats, rare butterflies such as the heath and high 
brown fritillary, and birds include the merlin dartford warblers and 
stone chats. Rare whitebeams are found in the hanging coastal 
woodlands,17 and the ancient oak woodlands of Horner contain one 
of the largest collections of veteran trees in Europe. Of particular 
significance, and a special characteristic of Exmoor, is the gradual 
transition from one habitat to another, such as from blanket bog and 
upland heath to lowland heath and between them and woodlands. 
The Management Plan now includes key biodiversity targets to en
sure that habitats and species are in good condition. Several contro
versial projects such as re-wetting and re-wilding certain areas are 
pushing out the boundaries of environmental protection and have 
implications for the UK as a whole.

(c) History
Exmoor contains a remarkable record of landscape change over 8,000 
years. It shows clearly how it has been subject to the ebbs and flows 
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of human activity interacting with the natural world, all of which 
have left their mark on the landscape. Of national and international 
importance are two distinctive aspects: the prehistoric period and 
nineteenth-century agricultural reclamation. Much neglected in the 
past by archaeologists, Exmoor has only been recognised relatively 
recently for the importance of its prehistoric remains, so much so that 
some of the more recent finds may provide a touchstone on present 
thinking about prehistory. Interestingly, the Devonshire Association, 
in 1879, through its Barrows Committee, first identified that the stone 
monuments and cairns of Exmoor needed to be recorded.18 Ninety 
years later, there has been a flurry of activity and a reassessment of the 
importance of the barrows and cairns and the fragile stone settings 
which are possibly a unique survival. H. Riley and R.Wilson-North, 
in their book, The Field Archaeology of Exmoor 2001, say that its 
publication ‘will help to place archaeology of Exmoor in its rightful 
place - not as Dartmoor’s poor relation but its equal if very different 
partner’.19

The agricultural reclamation of the Royal Forest in the nineteenth 
century is particularly fascinating in being the last big piece of land 
reclamation in England and is said to be unique in establishing a sheep
ranching enterprise on the unimproved pastures.20 It had remained as 
a wild moorland area until its enclosure and sale in 1818. There was 
only one building within it, Simonsbath House, but no farms, fields, 
roads, village or church. By the twentieth century, a village had been 
created, the parish of Exmoor established and a series of farms carved 
out of the Barle Valley and even the moorland areas such as Exe Plain 
and Trout Hill had been extensively drained. We can look back in 
amazement now at the attempts to tame the wilderness through build
ing a 30-mile stone wall boundary around the Royal Forest, digging 
drains, creating Pinkery Pond and the mysterious Pinkery Canal, laying 
the track for a railway line to Porlock and ploughing up the moorland 
with the Sutherland plough to create 15 farms and 2,000 hectares of 
improved enclosed land. A mansion shell was started behind Simons
bath House (some of which is incorporated in the present structure) with 
a designed garden and pleasure grounds and a deer park stocked with 
fallow deer. Beech plantations were established in an attempt to cre
ate a great estate on aesthetic lines with views and vistas of the sur
rounding landscape. We can be thankful that much of the agricultural 
reclamation and mining ventures were not successful. Exmoor Forest 
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today is not all improved agricultural land. It retains traditional hill 
farming with its special land management practices and a community 
with a distinct way of life, showing a continuity stretching back 
through several millennia.

Research into Exmoor’s history now continues apace. A major 
mapping programme is being undertaken by English Heritage and, in 
2007, a further 600 previously unknown archaeological sites have 
been added to the record. This year (2009) a new book Exmoor: The 
Making of an English Upland11 covers southern parishes from the 
Devon and Somerset sides, which is the first time a Victoria County 
History has strayed over county borders. It is still staggering how 
many new facts are coming to light and how research work into all of 
Exmoor’s conservation assets plays an integral part in monitoring and 
understanding their importance.

(d) Enjoyment and Understanding
The significance of National Parks in providing opportunities for out
door activities has increased as peoples’ lifestyles have changed. Exmoor 
has an extensive area of access land and a dense rights-of-way network 
suitable for walking, horse riding and cycling. Many visitors to the 
park, according to surveys, come for quiet, informal recreation and are 
particularly attracted by the heather and molinia moorlands and coast 
with their extensive views, wildness and peacefulness. The red deer (the 
symbol of the National Park), rare Exmoor ponies, heather, and attrac
tive settlements are all popular with the visitors. Exmoor is the fourth 
most well-known park in England with 13 percent of the population 
naming it and, compared with other tourism destinations in the South
west region, there is a high awareness with positive associations. It does 
not suffer from the more intrusive tourism developments, overcrowd
ing, or too many honeypots, and is capable of absorbing greater num
bers. Challenging activities, such as rock climbing, canoeing and field 
sports are increasingly popular and play an important role in attracting 
people to the area in the shoulder and winter months. The landscape is 
increasingly used as an educational resource with many schools and 
universities now studying the area.

More can be done to promote the heritage of the area. It has always 
surprised me that little is made of the early Romantic Movement on 
Exmoor and not just the fixation with Lorna Doone. Samuel Taylor 
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Coleridge never wrote specifically about Exmoor but it is clear that 
his observations made while staying here influenced some of his work. 
Kubla Khan (with its ‘sunless sea’) was composed at Culbone and the 
Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner was conceived during a walk to Exmoor 
with the Wordsworths; and he could only have been thinking of Exmoor 
when he wrote:

The hanging woods, that touched by autumn seem’d 
As they were blossoming hues of fire and gold, 
The hanging woods, most lovely in decay, 
The many clouds, the sea, the rock, the sands, 
Lay in the silent moonshine - and the owl, 
(Strange, very strange!) The Scritch-owl only wak’d, 
Sole voice, sole eye of all that world of beauty! (Osorio).

Coleridge attracted many of his literary counterparts such as Words
worth, Southey, Charles Lamb and Hazlitt to Exmoor; and Shelley 
honeymooned at Lynmouth. In the Lakes they have made an industry 
of such associations!

With the present economic downturn, people may be more likely to 
rethink their core values and how they live their lives. A walk, memo
ries of a picnic, the sound of rutting stags or owls or mewing buz
zards, reading a map, camping or experiencing survival in the wild 
are things in life that do not cost a great deal. National Park experi
ences can help to reconnect people with the simple pleasures of the 
natural world that can lead to long lasting happiness and a deeper 
understanding of the significance of the land resource.

THE CHALLENGES FACED BY NATIONAL PARKS
In our crowded island, the current argument is that protected places 
like Exmoor are needed even more, not only for their present assets, 
but for future ones. The Exmoor Society has continued to campaign 
for changes in national policy. It commissioned, in 2004, an indepen
dent report Moorlands at a Crossroads to look at the complex issues 
over moorland management and the results showed that the moor
lands held significant benefits for the nation that had not been previ
ously recognised. More recently the Exmoor Society, in co-operation 
with the Dartmoor Preservation Association and with the assistance 
of others, including the Duchy and the South West Uplands Federation, 
organised a Parliamentary reception for decision makers, to highlight 
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the many public benefits found in National Parks and maintained by 
traditional hill farming practices. There are tensions and challenges in 
retaining these public benefits for the future, because of the difficulties 
of providing livelihoods for local people dependent upon the land 
resource.

Voluntary bodies, like the Exmoor Society, and in partnerships with 
each other, still play a key role in defining the core work of National 
Parks. I want to select three major challenges that we wrestle with: 
global warming, hill farming and increasing competition for land and 
development.

(1) Climate change is said to be the most significant long-term threat 
facing the natural environment, with the Southwest experiencing milder 
winters, increased rainfall and warmer summers, but with reduced rain
fall and a longer growing season. It is predicted that there will be a 
greater occurrence of extreme weather events and such things as 
drought leading to uncontrolled moorland fires. Some of Exmoor’s 
habitats and species are especially vulnerable to these changes and 
particularly the moorlands. Certainly scrub is increasing now and 
thorn trees are sprinkled up the hillsides of Cosgate Hill, Withypool 
Common and Winsford Hill for example. Likewise, gorse and bracken 
are extending fast and this could accelerate peat loss and moorland 
vegetation. Management adaptations can be made, for example, the 
Exmoor MIRE restoration project which has been set up to manage 
the drainage, raise water tables and restore the sedge and bog moss 
communities of the blanket peat. It is hoped that more stable flow pat
terns of the moorland rivers will be created and help reduce flooding 
and erosion. The peat is important for carbon storage and the re-wetting 
of the moors will lead to the bogs beginning to grow again and lay 
down new peat thus storing more carbon. It is important experiments 
like re-wetting that are at the forefront of helping to mitigate and 
adapt to climate change through land management activities.

(2) Hill farming, which is in crisis, is the second great challenge. The crisis 
results from a combination of factors, but mostly as a result of the changes 
to the Common Agricultural Policy including lower levels of single farm 
payment and different criteria for environmental stewardship schemes. 
Costs have increased, as well as regulations and health problems in 
livestock, especially bovine TB and grazing stock illnesses carried by 
ticks. The economic viability of hill farms is now seriously in question. 
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For over 40 years, it is support mechanisms that have kept the small 
core numbers of hill farmers in business. For 5,000 years, they have 
maintained the uplands with skills honed through generations of stock
manship and integrated knowledge of the weather, soils, vegetation 
and stocking rates of the difficult land they farm. Farmers have helped 
to preserve archaeological features, views and moorland vegetation 
from being damaged by scrub encroachment. Farming families are at 
the heart of the cultural heritage and connections with Exmoor: the 
folk stories, art, literature and community activities, such as farmers’ 
markets, agricultural shows, field sports, sheepdog trials, hunt balls, 
whist-drives and point-to-points, all bear witness to the close farming 
associations.

(3) Competition for land. The third challenge relates to the use of the 
land itself. It is a finite resource on which life on the earth depends 
and the demands made on it continue to grow. There is increased 
pressure for multiple land uses that include growing food and timber, 
storage of water, flood control, sinking and storage of carbon, space 
for people to live and recreational space. Many of these demands are 
compatible and others are not. Exmoor has some protection from 
development but the desire for more housing, modern business prem
ises, telecommunications, larger agricultural sheds and modern recre
ational facilities, will nibble away at the edges of villages, farmsteads 
and into the open country. The most immediately damaging change 
would be from the result of harnessing wind power from large-scale 
industrial turbines, rather than utilising the potential of renewable 
energy at the micro-generation level. The land within National Parks 
and in their settings provides opportunities to utilise and enhance 
ecosystem functions, landscape and cultural history, recreational 
space and traditional hill farming, in other words, the maintenance of 
public goods and their products that can provide livelihoods for pres
ent and future generations.

NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITIES
The National Park Authorities are the main statutory bodies respon
sible for the management of their areas. In 1997, their status changed 
from being committees of County Councils to becoming freestanding 
authorities within the framework of local government and with their 
grant-in-aid coming directly from central government. It was argued 
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that independence would give more confidence to their work, a higher 
profile and the ability to choose their own staff and priorities set out 
in the National Park Management Plan. Membership of the Authori
ties was altered to be mainly drawn from the different tiers of local 
government. For Exmoor, 16 out of the 22 members of the Authority 
are county, district and parish councillors and six are chosen by the 
Secretary of State to represent the national interest. Governance issues 
such as the concern over the democratic deficit are still raised from 
time to time and more recently over the South Downs, for which dif
ferent arrangements could be made. However, working within the 
local government framework has also posed extra bureaucracy and 
costs in covering the human resources, legal services and specialist 
functions that can sit heavily on the resources of such small entities. 
Misconceptions over the role of National Park Authorities (NPAs) 
can mean that too much is expected of them. Local government still 
operates within their boundaries and retains responsibilities for such 
things as housing, services, roads and tourism promotion as well as 
economic development.

NPAs are the Planning Authority and planning policy is adapted to 
the particular needs of the area, for example, the provision of afford
able housing for local people (a problem in many rural areas) is per
ceived as being exacerbated within the National Parks. Exmoor has a 
policy that any new housing to be built within the National Park is 
for affordable local needs only and on Dartmoor the housing policy 
allows only fifty percent of new housing to be built for the open mar
ket. Development control decisions are often controversial and can be 
deeply resented by local people and their reaction is important, even 
when the perception of negative decisions is perhaps greater than the 
reality. It is possible for National Park Authorities to delegate plan
ning decisions back to local authorities for particular classes of devel
opment or geographical areas but this is rarely done. Controversy 
over planning decisions can detract from National Park Authorities 
being seen as enabling bodies rather than regulatory ones.

Ironically, NPAs have very little power and funding to deliver their 
core responsibilities. Decisions, for example, on environmental land 
management are made by Natural England and the Forestry Commis
sion and, on the historic environment, by English Heritage. Locally, 
the latter two bodies have delegated much of their decision making to 
the Authority. Natural England, in contrast, remains more centralised 
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with little delegation and with policies and priorities that are not 
necessarily the same as those appropriate at the local level, and has a 
tendency to micro-manage. It also needs to respect and promote the 
contribution that national parks make at a national and international 
level to conservation values. There are differences between the sectoral 
interests that should be openly debated, for example, between archae
ological and landscape protection and biodiversity, and between 
different recreational interests.

The specialist staff employed by the Authorities are often experts in 
their own field. Exmoor now has landscape architects, archaeologists 
and ecologists, who have developed projects that are at the forefront 
of environmental management, and working with universities and 
others, have been able to develop research and surveys crucially 
important to developing policies for managing the park. Exmoor is 
particularly involved in agri-environmental schemes, adding to its 
early work in the 1980s in developing the concept and use of manage
ment agreements. Tourism research is monitoring the trends within the 
industry and encouraging the development of sustainable activities, 
such as the West Somerset Mineral Line Project substantially funded 
by the Heritage Lottery Fund.

A major change in managing the National Parks is the attempt by 
Authorities to integrate the protection of landscape with economic 
wellbeing and of realising the aspiration that designation can create 
new opportunities for wealth creation. The ‘jobs versus natural 
beauty’ argument is now outdated, with the awareness that natural 
assets can lead to new jobs and help the prosperity of local people. 
On Exmoor, the use of the Sustainable Development Fund operated 
by the Authority has concentrated on three central and closely linked 
areas of economic activity: agriculture and food, tourism and recre
ation and building and renewable energy. Local food box schemes, 
bracken composting, creation of the Exmoor Pony Centre, festivals 
such as the Porlock Arts Festival, reliable sources of wood fuel and 
the genetic knowledge of developing an ‘easy-care sheep’ breed, are 
all examples of innovative small-scale enterprises that have been set 
up as a result of seed corn money from the Fund.

FLAGSHIPS FOR THE FUTURE
National Park Authorities, at their best, are the standard bearers of a 
more integrated approach to rural development that is land based. 



18 Presidential Address

There has been a sea change in our thinking about the environment 
and this has led to national ecosystem development that recognises 
how the natural capital of the landscape (including natural beauty) is 
linked to human wellbeing. Goals for conservation have expanded 
from nature and biodiversity to include a broader cultural context 
and a social and economic agenda linked to the land. Our National 
Parks are flagships showing how a holistic approach to landscape can 
work. By cutting across administrative boundaries their core focus is 
to overcome parochial and sectoral differences to utilise landscape 
resources, and at the same time to protect them, in order to generate 
the work, wealth and benefits that increase our quality of life, both 
locally and nationally. All of the countryside matters but there are 
different priorities for different areas with National Parks represent
ing one end of the spectrum. As landscape designations, they are the 
‘jewels in the crown’ of the British countryside, where the jewels and 
their setting are mutually supportive. The National Park concept has 
passed the test of time and has shown that it is adaptable to new chal
lenges and societal priorities. It has demonstrated that by encompass
ing rural development, landscape protection can be stronger and 
public benefits enhanced.

And so, in the last 50 years, Exmoor has begun to be managed as a 
geographical unit. Part of the area’s charm is its infinite variety in 
terms of wildlife, landscape and history, concentrated in such a small 
space. It has been said that within its borders are found all the aspects 
of other National Parks apart from mountains. It is dramatic at a 
micro-scale for it is not big country or rugged, but a gentle wild, 
deceptive to the eye in that its drama has to be mainly discovered and 
explored. Its location, as frontier land, has shaped its history and 
ensured that it has been bypassed by some developments and always 
at the margins of the two counties. This has led to a surprisingly 
dynamic landscape, prone to change with the ebb and flow of human 
activity, and with a distinct community able to respond to the vicis
situdes of fortune. It is outstanding that Exmoor’s landscape charac
ter and way of life has survived at all and, as a soft upland, it has not 
become like much of the rest of the countryside - homogenised, sub
urbanised and over-developed. It remains fragile. It is its National 
Park status that has protected it and given it international importance. 
A future aspiration (which the Devonshire Association may share) 
should be to widen the horizon and to aim, like the Lake District, to 
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become a World Heritage Site, as a cultural landscape of universal 
importance. Gavin Maxwell22 wrote:

For I am convinced that man has suffered in his separation from the soil 
and from the other living creatures of the world; the evolution of his 
intellect has outrun his needs as an animal, and as yet he must still, for 
security, look long at some portion of the earth as it was before he 
tampered with it.

Ring of Bright Water - Introduction

Exmoor is a place for looking ‘long and hard’, for it still retains a feel
ing of wildness and remoteness, even though the reality of not having 
being tampered with is illusory. Walk down Hoar Oak Water from 
the Exe water-shed into a lost combe of long slopes, or look out at 
dusk from Limecombe to the long, smooth moorland ridge line, mys
teriously broken by the series of round barrows, or pass through the 
Barle woodlands with their dank vegetation against the water, and the 
illusion is complete.
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