
A RANGE TO CLIMB 
 
Introduction 
It is not so difficult to understand the attraction of climbing when you come to 
Pembrokeshire. The south coast offers some of the best sea-cliff climbing in the 
country with a stunning scenic backdrop.  

 

But the unspoilt limestone cliffs of South Pembrokeshire are just as important for their 
cliff-nesting birds, such as Chough, Peregrine and Raven as well as nationally 
important colonies of seabirds. The cliffs are within the Pembrokeshire Coast 
National Park and many of the best climbing areas are on the Ministry Of Defence’s 
(MOD’s) Castlemartin firing range. The Ranges at Castlemartin are a Site of Special 
Scientific Interest (SSSI), a European Special Area of Conservation (SAC) and also a 
European Special Protection Area for birds (SPA). 

Assessing the situation – what’s the problem? 

The climbing at Castlemartin is fantastic and attracts climbers from all over the world.  
The benign climate of south west Wales means that it’s an ideal spot to head for at 
the start of the British climbing season.  But, this is just when birds are nesting. 

Striking a balance between the needs of climbers and the need to protect these 
internationally important nesting and feeding sites has always been a challenge for 
the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Authority (PCNPA) and its partners. The 
PCNPA has a dual role to conserve the natural beauty and wildlife of the Park as well 
as promoting opportunities for people to understand and enjoy its special qualities.   
However, in the event of conflict, which cannot be resolved, the need to conserve 
natural beauty and wildlife has priority.  

The MOD is the ‘gatekeeper’.  They are the landowner and, perhaps uniquely even 
amongst large landowners, are able (both legally and resource-wise) to exclude all 
visitors. 

Castlemartin Range is split into 2 areas: Range East – the area between Stack 
Rocks and Trevallen along which the coast path runs - and Range West – the area 
between Frainslake and Stack Rocks which is littered with military debris.  



Starting Points 

The Authorities’ View The Climbers’ View 
When cliff climbing first started to take off 
in Pembrokeshire during the late 1970s, 
there was a growing voice of opinion 
towards banning cliff climbing on all sea 
cliffs, in order to prevent unacceptable 
disturbance to the nesting birds. 

A Range Recording and Advisory Group 
was created to help MoD manage the 
site and members on the group 
representing nature conservation 
interests urged the use of the 
precautionary principle with respects to 
climbing.  

Climbers believed that the cliffs were of 
major importance as a climbing resource 
and their use for climbing should not be 
prevented by the MoD.  With careful 
management, bird disturbance could be 
kept to insignificant levels.  Also, it was 
felt that a blanket ban would be 
unnecessary, unworkable and that 
climbers would continue to climb the 
cliffs. 

Although initially climbers were not 
represented on the Range Recording 
and Advisory Group, a Cliff-Climbing 
Liaison meeting was organised at the 
same time (see below) 

 
Meeting and Opening Communications 

In 1978 a group of interested parties including the British Mountaineering Council 
(BMC), West Wales Wildlife Trust and the PCNPA came together to form a liaison 
group.  Its aim was to try to find a solution to the competing interests.  
 
Getting Down to Business 

By the end of the 1970s, a 
code of practice had been 
developed. A leaflet entitled 
'Agreed Climbing 
Restrictions' in South 
Pembrokeshire was 
published setting out where 
climbing was restricted during 
the nesting seasons.   
 
The Pembrokeshire Cliff 
Climbing Liaison group 
continued to meet and grow 
in membership.  By 1990, 
following an invitation by Lt 
Col Lort Phillips, the group 

was holding its meeting at Castlemartin and grew to include representatives from the 
MOD, PCNPA, local climbers’ club, the Coastguard Service, the Sports Council for 
Wales, BMC, National Trust and local Wildlife Trust.  

Confronting Conflict 

The Authorities’ view The Climbers’ view 
The MoD is quite clear in its justification 
of their occupancy of Castlemartin – it is 
primarily for military training.  In its view, 
other interests are secondary and will be 
accommodated where they can.  With 
regard to nature conservation, the MoD 
(like other public bodies) has legal 
obligations to fulfil and these are also 

Whilst the MoD central view may be pro-
access, this can be subsumed at local 
level by other priorities. That was 
certainly the view of climbers wanting to 
climb at Castlemartin.   

Although progress was being made on 
Range East no change was seen on 



obligations to fulfil and these are also 
given high priority.  Recreation, however, 
is not protected in this way, and although 
MoD has a positive policy towards 
allowing access, it has to fit in around 
other priorities. 

The 1986 Byelaws were amended to 
allow public access to the cliffs along 
Range East and there was recognition 
that education, consultation and 
engagement offered a better way forward 
than confrontation and attempts at legal 
action. 

Range West. This situation persisted 
until the conflict was brought to a head 
by a ‘mass trespass’ in October 1991, 
and the attendant publicity. 

One of the reasons for climbers’ 
dissatisfaction was that they thought the 
restrictions to protect nature conservation 
to be too restrictive because the 
‘precautionary principle’ was used to 
justify restrictions, rather than scientific 
evidence.  

Another concern was that, although the 
agreed restrictions have been in place 
since the 1970s, there was no proper 
monitoring system in place to find out 
how they were working.  

Route to Consensus 

Following the Byelaw review in 1986 climbers were legally allowed to climb on the 
cliffs along Range East. One of the key steps towards consensus for Range West 
was the introduction of briefing sessions.  The MoD were anxious to ensure that 
climbers were aware of the risks inherent on anyone entering MoD firing ranges and 
also of the need to protect nature conservation interests.  At first, these were held 
solely at Castlemartin and climbers viewed them as quite long-winded affairs; but 
only briefed climbers were allowed to enter the MoD land.  As time has progressed, 
the requirements have been relaxed to a degree: 

- Briefings are now shorter; 

- One briefed climber can take in one unbriefed climber; 

- Briefings have taken place at locations more convenient to climbers, however 
due to the lack of climbers following up these briefings and visiting the Range 
briefings are now held at Castlemartin; 

- ‘Time’ restrictions when climbers can enter Range West have been removed; 

- As requested by climbers and the BMC briefings take place on weekends and 
in the mornings to allow climbers the rest of the day to climb; 

- Available access has been extended from mid-August – January to the end of 
May – January; 

- Access is now available from both ends of Range West and a car park has 
been provided, by the MoD, where climbers can park securely. 

Another important step was the appointment of a seasonal Ranger for Castlemartin 
in the spring of 1992 after a suggestion arising at the Range Recording and Advisory 
Group.    Working two and a half days a week to cover the times when the Range 
was open to the public on weekends and Bank Holidays, the post was jointly funded 
by the PCNPA, Countryside Council for Wales (CCW) and the MoD.   This proved to 
be so successful that it became established on an annual seasonal basis, funded by 
the National Park, South Pembrokeshire District Council, Sports Council for Wales 
National Trust and BMC. 

In 2003 a full-time Ranger was appointed by the National Park Authority and funded 
jointly with the MOD and CCW.  The post was full time for 3 years and based at 
Castlemartin Range.  This arrangement is viewed positively by climbers – “The 



National Park Ranger has been really useful in monitoring activity and providing up to 
date info for climbers”  

It is also the job of the Ranger to monitor the effectiveness of the restrictions, working 
over the weekends and Bank Holidays to observe any infringements, to guide 
climbers away from restricted routes and to monitor the number of people using the 
areas and their activities. 

Much time is spent observing the impact which climbing and other activities may 
have on the natural environment.    The location and well-being of nesting birds is 
particularly important. In the case of the Chough, which may move nest sites from 
previous years, climbing restrictions may need to be changed from year to year or 
even within the season and restrictions are lifted if a pair has not re-occupied a 
particular nest site. Observations made of bird nesting sites are passed onto CCW 
and the South Pembrokeshire Range Recording and Advisory Group.  This 
monitoring has led to a successful trial to reduce the climbing restrictions on Range 
West. 

Other uses of the coastline are also monitored, as the area becomes increasingly 
more popular for activities such as coasteering, canoeing, fishing and off-road 
cycling. The use of the area by outdoor activity and environmental education 
organisations is also monitored. This is important because of the impact that large 
numbers of people repeatedly using the same area of coastline may have. All this 
information on visitor use and numbers is then collated in an end of season report. 

Over time, it can be seen that a number of important steps were taken to reach a 
consensus: 

- the introduction of a new cliff-top marker system to highlight the restricted 
areas more clearly; 

- setting up a liaison group made sure that there were lines of communication; 

- the authorities came to realise the importance of the site for climbers and the 
economic benefits they brought to this remote area; 

- the introduction of a monitoring system (for assessing the effects of climbing 
and other recreational activities) meant that impacts could be assessed 
objectively; 

- as trust built up, and information about impacts increased, confidence grew 
sufficiently for restrictions to be relaxed; 

- climbing and other types of outdoor recreation were given recognition in the 
Integrated Land Management Plan which Defence Estates prepared for 
Castlemartin ranges. 

Reaching Consensus and Sustaining It – the current position 

Climbing is allowed in nearly all areas, subject to certain limits (guidance taken from 
BMC website is reproduced below).  The annual liaison meetings still take place 
today and are used to review the agreed seasonal restrictions, to discuss safety 
issues and to air any problems.   

The ranger helps manage these restrictions, although the work mainly involves 
providing information to climbers and other outdoor activity enthusiasts about the 
restrictions and how they aim to protect cliff nesting birds. This is achieved primarily 
by publicising the leaflet “Agreed Climbing Restrictions” in South Pembrokeshire, and 
distributing it to climbing clubs, the BMC and pubs, cafes and campsites in south 
Pembrokeshire.  The work of the Ranger has also served to implement the Integrated 
Land Management Plan for the three MOD ranges within the National Park. The 
Plan's recreational element has been considerably strengthened with the information 



and experience that has been gained over the last fourteen years and as our 
understanding of the issues involved in this area has increased. The Ranger plays a 
key role in the future implementation of the management plan on behalf of all the 
partners involved. 

BMC has recently replaced the belay stakes on Range East, many of these were 
rusty and dangerous (there had also been concerns that they were a potential trip 
hazard). The BMC therefore sourced and paid for some bespoke belay stakes and 
these were put in by local climbers as a local climbing project with the assistance of 
the MOD (the ordnance clearance team were there to ensure there was nothing 
untoward buried beneath the surface).   

The Authorities’ view The Climbers’ view 
The combination of a realistic 
Management Plan, supported by a 
jointly funded National Park Ranger, 
has proved to be an excellent example 
of ‘best practice’. 

One local climber said “I feel that important 
gains have been made over the years, but 
it has been a hard slog on every front. It is 
also ongoing, the access situation in South 
Pembrokeshire could easily slip back if 
climbers dropped their guard. 

Castlemartin Range is a very busy place for the military, wildlife and climbers and the 
two areas East and West are managed differently due to the varying uses and 
pressures they receive. Range East can attract up to 200 climbers on a sunny Bank 
Holiday Monday and is open when ever there is no firing; Range West is open for 
climbing on weekends and Bank Holidays from May to January and attracted a total 
of 60 climbers between May 2006 and January 2007. 

It’s clearly a dynamic situation, as is often the case with countryside conflicts – and 
mechanisms need to be in place, as at Castlemartin, for continuous monitoring, 
review and adaptation to new circumstances. 

Extract from BMC website: 

Range East : “This area is an Army firing range. Access is permitted whenever firing 
is not taking place, which is normally on Weekends, Bank Holidays, and in the 
evenings (after 4.30). Night firing can take place on 2 non-consecutive nights a week 
either Mondays and Wednesdays or Tuesdays and Thursdays. The Range is 
sometimes open during the week, but it is best to check before travelling.” 

Further guidance given on the BMC website is as follows: 

CHECK NOTICEBOARDS EACH DAY BEFORE 

- CLIMBING (see map). These show the latest changes to restrictions during 
the season. 

- ACCESS TO RANGE AREA IS ONLY PERMITTED IN NON-FIRING 
PERIODS - check local press or phone 24hr information line. Tel 01646 
662367 

- DO NOT CLIMB BETWEEN RED MARKERS during restricted periods. 

- AVOID GARDENING ROUTES - flora on the cliff include some nationally 
scarce species. 

- DO NOT ATTACH BELAYS TO MoD PROPERTY. 

- NO CLIMBING ON CHAPEL COVE AT ANY TIME (Public safety) 

Range West : “This area is also used for live-firing but has a different arrangement for 
access, involving attending a PCNPA/MoD briefing and obtaining a permit to climb. 
Access is available for briefed climbers from the end of May 2007 to end of January 



2008. Climbers must attend an annual briefing and hold a valid permit.  
 
Range West 2007 briefing dates:  
 
- Saturday 28th April 
- Saturday 26th May.  
- Saturday 28th July.  
 
All briefings are held at the Castlemartin Camp and commence at 09.00hr – park in 
the car park next to the tank and ask at the gatehouse for details.” 
 
Modified from an updated account of an article in Defence Estates (1999) ‘Sanctuary’ 
Issue 28 See: http://www.defence-
estates.mod.uk/conservation_enviro/sanctuary/sanctuary_issue28/pembroke.htm 


