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Heading: Uncertain Times for National Parks and Exmoor

At the recent Exmoor Society AGM, Chairman Rachel Thomas warned: “We
have now, in 2017, entered a period of great uncertainty in so many ways and
not least for national parks. As we face Brexit and the end of the Common
Agricultural Policy there appears to be no firm ground, with uncertainty over
the continuation of future public funding and no clear way ahead for the rural
environment and agriculture. There is a great deal of noise and clutter from
different bodies and interest groups putting forward their own views,
sometimes exaggerated or in black and white terms leading to claims and
counter claims.”
She continued, “The Exmoor Society needs to keep abreast with the different
ideas for future farm funding on Exmoor with around £13 million coming into
the area from the Basic Payment Scheme and agri-environmental payments
at the moment. What we do know is that Exmoor’s diverse landscapes, rich
habitats and wildlife and ancient culture are inextricably linked to farming
activities and the farming community. The viability of Exmoor hill farms and
livestock enterprises is of crucial importance and any new agri-environmental
scheme must take this into account. Some elements within the conservation
movement, by only concentrating on the negative impacts, have underplayed
the significance of farming in protecting natural and cultural assets. There is a
strong case for public funding if farmers commit to delivering a wide range of
public goods and services within national parks. The Exmoor Society remains
convinced that this will be the case here as the farming community has long
recognised that as landscape farmers they produce both food from healthy
livestock and fine landscapes valued by the public. For example, the Society
will strongly support its conviction that the moorlands are not “a sheepwrecked desert”. Instead, although fragmented and not of the vast scale
found in other national parks, they are important for Exmoor, dominating it
physically and aesthetically, providing challenging open access and
experiences of wide open spaces with a sense of freedom and glimpses of the
wild. Most moorland blocks are designated as SSSIs, internationally
recognised for their wildlife, and their heather, which has been so magnificent
this year, and grass habitats, with valuable natural resources such as clean

water and act as carbon sinks, they contain pre-historic remains and
memories and stories associated with the moor. Farmers play an essential
role in maintaining the many assets not least through traditional activities such
as swaling and controlling the growth of scrub and trees that lead to loss of
views, access, archaeology and moorland landscape character.

Dr Keith Howe, Trustee and Exeter University researcher, continued the
theme: “A future Exmoor farm scheme must fit in with the national policy
framework and understanding some of the relatively new concepts such as
natural capital is paramount. The Society’s annual Spring Conference in April
had heard from two world class experts, Professors Dieter Helm (Oxford
University) and Ian Bateman (Exeter University) and many of their ideas can
be incorporated into an agri environmental scheme for Exmoor. The Society
has now commissioned further research into how a natural and cultural capital
approach can be put into practice at a farm scale on Exmoor.”

The Annual General Meeting also heard from other speakers including Dr
Helen Blackman, the Society archivist, Alison Smith from Plantlife, Myc
Riggulsford on the Charter of the Forest, 800 hundred year’s old this year, and
Steven Pugsley who won the Founder’s Award. The meeting closed with Dr
Nigel Stone giving his reflections on 17 years as Exmoor Chief Executive.
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Note to Editors:
The Exmoor Society exists to promote and organise action for the conservation and
enjoyment of the landscape, wildlife and cultural heritage of Exmoor national park. It
was established in 1958 and successfully fought proposals to afforest The Chains,
the central moorland area of Exmoor. It has continued to campaign against adverse

changes and encourage people’s understanding of the park’s special qualities. It acts
as an independent watchdog and champion for Exmoor’s status as a national park.

