
 

Fix the Fells 
Introduction 

The Lake District National Park has some of the finest landscapes in the world.  It is loved by 
millions and has inspired poets, writers and artists. It encourages adventure, relaxation and 
enjoyment. It is such an important part of our national heritage that it has been proposed by 
central Government as a World Heritage Site. 

A significant proportion of 
the Park’s visitors take to 
the fells – to walk, run, 
cycle and for adventure.  
But, this all takes its toll 
on paths, leading to 
erosion that scars the 
much-loved landscape.  
Problems arise initially 
because there is no solid 
surface to walk on and 
vegetation becomes 
trampled. With increased 
use, people trample ever 
wider areas, trying to find 

an easy surface on which to walk.  Once the vegetation has been stripped, rainwater run-off is 
unchecked, meaning soil is washed away, exposing the sub-soil and bare rock, filling 
reservoirs with sediment and interfering with fish breeding; the higher rate of run-off can also 
contribute to flooding further down the catchment.   

Once paths are reinstated, though, people tend to keep to the durable, hard surface (as long as 
they are well designed and constructed) and so the surrounding vegetation, after it has re-
established, will look after itself. 

National Parks exist to protect our most magnificent landscapes and to try to ensure public 
enjoyment of them; a seriously eroded upland path is evidence of conflict between these two 
purposes. The means of reducing this conflict followed by the Lake District National Park 
Authority and its partners is the “Fix the Fells” project, and its predecessor – the Upland Path 
Landscape Restoration Project (which ran from 2001 to 2006).  But, this was easier said than 
done; not only was there the problem of costs but also the diversity of management 
approaches adopted by the range of different interested parties.  The following pages explain 
how these challenges were overcome. 

Preparation 

Pre-cursors to dealing with the erosion 
problems were: 

- developing techniques for restoring 
paths – we are not talking about tarmac 
or gravel paths here but sympathetic 
designs using locally-won materials; 

- having an understanding of the 
processes involved in path erosion so 
that limited resources could be targeted 
on the most pressing cases. 

Meeting the first requirement took some 



 

time.  Various approaches were in use until a standard approach was agreed as part of the 
Upland Path Landscape Restoration Project.  

For the second requirement, an approach was devised to enable the routes most at risk, and 
this identified a number of important routes (see map below). Using this technique, 149 paths 
were identified as causing erosion scars that impact on the surrounding landscape. Each site 
was prioritised; not always the worst erosion scars are the first priority as experience shows 
that well-timed preventative works on paths showing recognisable signs of imminent collapse 
offer best return on the effort invested. Scars already in existence will continue to get worse, 
but at a relatively slower rate. 

 

 

 



 

Meeting and Opening Communications 

 
One of the problems encountered in repairing the Lake District’s most degraded paths was the 
multiplicity of organisations involved. Key players are: 
 
- Cumbria County Council 
- Forestry Commission 
- Friends of the Lake District 
- Lake District National Park Authority 
- Natural England (then English Nature) 
- National Trust 
- United Utilities 
  
Each tended to operate their own system of management and maintenance, using different 
restoration standards and applying different approaches to prioritising. 
  

So, an Access Management Group (AMG) was set up (in 1993), comprising representatives 
from the Lake District National Park Authority, the National Trust and English Nature (now 
Natural England).  A representative of the Lake District’s Tourism and Conservation 
Partnership joined the steering group for the current Fix the Fells project.   

This group has a broad range of experience and, in 1996, produced a ‘best practice guide’ to 
which all parties agreed to work.   

Getting Down to Business 

The key to dealing with the erosion scars is finance.  At that time, work was being funded by 
the National Park Authority and the National Trust. In turn, these organisations obtained 
funds from their own budgets and from partners such as North West Water, European funds 
such as the European Agricultural Guarantee and Guidance Fund, the Sports Lottery Council, 
local businesses such as Hawkshead (an outdoor clothing company) or through the Lake 
District Tourism and Conservation partnership.   

Continuity of funding for this type of work is essential, as the skills necessary for the type of 
work are not commonly found and depend on a steady build up of experience. If there is a gap 
in funding, there will be a serious leakage of skills.  Consequently, the AMG sought a more 
secure basis for funding through a grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF). 

A bid was duly prepared covering a 5-year programme of path restoration work.  This was 
submitted in 2000 and was successful.  The project was seen as a great success and so a 
further bid was submitted in 2005 to the HLF, leading to a second award (it is very unusual 
for a second HLF grant to be awarded for a project).  This second bid is the ‘Fix the Fells’ 
project. 

Confronting Difficulties 

Getting the ‘Fix the Fells’ project off the ground was not without its problems.  These were 
highlighted in the Evaluation Report.  They can be grouped into two categories: 

(i) Partner Engagement 

Staff shortages in English Nature (now Natural England) over a sustained period of 18 
months led to increased workload for project managers which resulted in difficulties in 
gaining clarification and decision making.  This highlighted the need for consistent 
involvement from all partners on the management group. It was resolved with the 
appointment of a fully committed and enthusiastic replacement from Natural England. 



 

(ii) Communications 

Some difficulties were encountered when setting up and designing the website. Specialist 
advice was sought from specialists.  Though much experience was gained, design by 
committee was ineffective in delivery of the aspirations for the website. Problems 
encountered were: 

- In order not to upset any organisation, the wording and even initial domain name was 
bland and not punchy; 

- The web package chosen could not accommodate large photographs, which had been 
identified as a priority; 

- There was some pressure not to show any photographs of significant scars in case it was 
detrimental to the tourist industry. 

Lessons were learnt from this and it was realised that the management team should have 
maintained the lead role. 

Another big problem at the outset was the absence of local contractors with the necessary 
skills.  One of the first tasks for the project was to set up a vocational training scheme. The 
course was for ten people, for six months full time, set up in partnership with BTCV 
(formerly the British Trust for Conservation Volunteers) and part funded by the European 
Social Fund. Trainees achieved a SVQ Level 2 standard. Two successful courses were run in 
2002 and 2003 resulting in two new contracting companies and National Trust path teams at 
full complement. Local contract teams asked for the courses not to continue so that healthy 
competition could exist in the local economy.  

Another problem encountered was that funding bodies (e.g. HLF) wanted to see increases in 
use of the resource they have helped fund, as a justification for it receiving their support.  In 
the case of upland footpaths, the emphasis was more on sustaining existing use rather than 
increasing it.  In reality, it is increasing the level of enjoyment per user visit.  The primary 
purpose of Fix the Fells was landscape restoration and conservation through the provision of a 
more sustainable path surface for users.  This argument was presented and accepted by 
funding bodies. 

Route to Successful Implementation of ‘Fix the Fells’ 

The route to securing the funding necessary for the success of the Fix the Fells project was 
identification of four key work packages: 

- practical restoration work: using a sensitive approach to engineering work.  Key 
elements are as follows: 

o doing the minimum amount of work necessary to reinstate and control the 
eroded area so as to maintain the natural landscape and vegetation as much as 
possible. 

o packaging practical work into smaller, pre-emptive type works, rather than 
larger scale restoration projects. 

o repairing erosion scars using only natural, locally found materials and 
specially formulated seed mixtures.  Any necessary path surfaces are 
constructed using the same criteria.  

o making re-landscaping appear as natural as possible and ensuring that any 
path reinstatement is in keeping with the surroundings.  



 

o avoiding the creation of an ‘over-engineered’ appearance which, for many 
hill users, is extremely significant in conserving the ‘spirituality’ of the 
mountain environment. 

Key outcomes:   Repair a further 70 upland path erosion scars 

 

- volunteering: is essential to the Project, and benefits both the environment as a 
whole, and the personal development and experiences of those people who volunteer. 

o It is a key way of involving people from new audiences and under-
represented communities and these are seen as the specific target groups for 
inclusion in the work package. 

o Volunteers will be involved and contribute in several ways by  

�� completing practical works,  

�� encouraging public involvement,  

�� increasing public understanding and awareness,  

�� safeguarding rural and traditional skills and  

�� monitoring and maintaining the path network. 

Key outcomes:   Involve 5,000 volunteer days during the project 

Establish a volunteer lengthsman scheme to continue 
maintaining the network after the completion of the project 

- training and development: using the expertise of the Lake District Upland 
Access/Fix the Fells Management Group and highly trained staff to ensure that good 
practice is followed. 

Key outcomes: Provide training and development for all staff, volunteers 
and contractors involved in the project 

- audience development: increasing public awareness of the work, and to increase 
user contributions, a website and appeal was set up and promoted in 2004 
(www.fixthefells.co.uk). 

Key outcomes:  Maintain the website to appeal to a wide audience. 

    Run 250 themed walks and events 

Alter educational modules to reflect Fix the Fells criteria to 
reach 5000 pupils,  

Carry out presentations to local primary schools reaching 
500 pupils per year. 



 

Whiteless Pike, Buttermere 
 

Considerable work has been undertaken on this fell to stabilise several eroding sections. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On the section shown above, the bank on the left was eroding backwards up the hill, with the 
material being spilled down the path and over surrounding vegetation, behind the camera. 
Many people were using a new, unsustainably steep path line out of the picture to the right, 
or the right hand edge of the path shown.  

Local, natural rocks have been flown to site and used for digging into the bank in order to 
stabilise it. A path has been stone pitched through the scar, which now looks the most 
inviting route, and the downhill edge has had stones dug in to stabilise and make it 
unattractive to walk on. The whole area has been re-seeded to begin the recovery and 
establishment of the natural vegetation. There is now no material loss from the site, the bank 
is stable and everyone is following the pitched route. 

What is the Outcome 

Actual progress on the Upland Path Restoration Project (2001-2006) was subject to a detailed 
evaluation in 2007.  The Project was found to be a tremendous success, with 102 stretches of 
eroded upland paths repaired to a high standard within the original budget (a list of restored 
paths is included at Appendix 1). This has resulted in a very positive impact on the Lake 
District National Park. Scars up to 22 metres wide and/or three metres deep have been 
recovered, erosion has been stopped and the heritage value of the National Park protected and 
restored.  The work has reduced siltation of freshwater rivers and lakes and has promoted 
recovery of natural upland vegetation. 

The work continues with the Fix the Fells Project, which will run until 2011.  This further 
work is being monitored quarterly, by the Fix the Fells Steering Group, who examine all 
aspects of the work. Because we understand better the path erosion process, once the majority 
of scars have been tackled, this scale of erosion should hopefully not recur.  Obviously 
ongoing maintenance work will be required to ensure the project’s maximum useful life and 
small project works will be required to rectify problems.  From time to time other paths will 
need work as the popularity of routes alters over time. 

An important aspect of the project was to ensure there were sufficient people with the skills 
necessary to carry out high quality fell path repair work. There is now a skilled workforce 
available locally.  Essential maintenance has been carried out regularly by contracted teams 
and National Trust path workers. 



 

The project has gained publicity through press releases, magazine articles, local television and 
radio coverage. A dedicated website has been set up, www.fixthefells.co.uk, to allow people 
to find out further details of the work and to enable them to donate online. 

Blencathra from Scales Fell 
One example of a successful practical project is Blencathra from Scales Fell, pictured below. 
The path used to be 15 metres wide, with severely stressed vegetation about five metres 
wide on either side of the main scar. In such a prominent position, the scar was clearly 
visible from several miles away as well as being particularly unattractive up close. The area 
is a site of special scientific interest (SSSI) for its acidic grassland vegetation – an increasing 
area of which was being lost.  

On this site, a contracted digger was used to form a well drained, sustainable zig-zag path 
using the existing aggregate for its construction and surface – emulating several old peat 
cutters paths found elsewhere on Blencathra and all over the Lake District. The remaining 
bare ground was then scarified and seeded. Within a couple of years, the scar was no longer 
visible from a distance, and considerably improved from nearby as the following pictures 
show. 

 

 
Blencathra before work on the left and a year 

after work on the right. A zig-zag path has been formed, with turf lined drainage. Bare 
ground has been scarified and seeded with special upland path seed mix. 

Since completion, this path has been inspected by members of the British Upland Footpath 
Trust, the Upland Path Advisory Group as well as Friends of the Lake District and all have 
been impressed by the result. 

 



 

Sources: 

Lake District National Park Authority (2000) Heritage Lottery Application - Business Plan.  
Lake District Upland Paths Landscape Restoration Project. 

Lake District National Park Authority (2007) Upland Path Landscape Restoration Project 
2001-2006.  Evaluation Report.   

Lake District National Park Authority (2005) Fix the Fells - Business Plan 

Peter Davies and Jim Loxham (1996) Repairing Upland Path Erosion - a best practice guide.  
Lake District NPA and National Trust.  

Mark Eccles and Richard Fox, Lake District National Park Authority, Murley Moss, Kendal.



 

Appendix 1 

Completed list of paths 2001 - 2006 
Angle Tarn to Rossett Gill 
Birkfell Hause to Wetherlam 
Bleaberry Fell 
Blease Fell 
Boredale Hause to The Knott 
Brown Tongue 
Bursting Knott to Toad Howe 
Burtness Wood to Red Pike 
Calf Cove 
Cat Ghyll to Bleaberry Fell 
Catbells 
Chapel Stile to Megs Ghyll and Walthwaite 
Coniston Old Man 
Coniston Village to Old Man  
Corridor Route to Broad Crag Col 
Dollywaggon (Lower) 
Dollywaggon (Upper) 
Dove Crag 
Dungeon Ghyll 
Easedale Tarn 
Far Easedale to Moor Moss 
Fleetwith 
Force Crag Mine to Coledale Hause 
Gablebeck 
Garburn to Ill Bell 
Gatescarth to Harter Fell 
Glenamara Park 
Goats Hause to Old Man summit 
Goats Hawse to Walna Scar 
Grains Gill 
Grasmoor 
Great Hall Gill 
Greendale 
Greenside to Sticks 
Grizedale tarn path 
Harrison Combe to Harrison Stickle 
Harrison Combe to Harrison Stickle col 
Harrison Combe to Pike-o-Stickle  
Hayeswater to the Knott 
Haystacks 
Hazel Bank 
Helm Crag 
Helm Crag ridge 
Helvellyn Summit 
High Seat from Ashness Bridge 
High Snockrigg 
Hollowstones 
Kentmere Horseshoe 
Kirk Fell Nose 
Langdale Campsite to Side Pike 
Lanthwaite to Whin Ben 
Levers Water to Levers Hawse 

Lingmell Nose 
Loughrigg Summit 
Megs Ghyll and Wallthwaite 
Mellbreak Lower 
Millbeck to Carlside Lower 
Millbeck to Carlside Upper 
Mires Beck 
Newlands Hause to Knott Rigg 
Newlands to High Snockrigg 
Overend to Nan Bield 
Park-a-Moor Bridleway 
Patterdale to Boredale 
Pike Howe 
Pillar Cove 
Rannerdale Knott 
Ravenstone to Skiddaw 
Red Pike path 
Red Screes 
Red Tarn to Crinkles 
Red tarn via Pike-o-Blisco to Red Acre Gill 
Rossett Gill 
Rydal caves to Loughrigg Terrace 
Scale Force path 
Scales Fell 
Scales Tarn to Blencathra 
Scales to Blencathra 
Scarth Gap 
Scarth Gap to Marble Stone 
Side Pike from Blea Tarn 
Silverhowe 
Skiddaw from Gale Road 
Skiddaw Little Man 
Sprinkling Tarn to Calf Cove 
Stickle Gill 
Stoneycroft to Causey Pike 
Stoneycroft to Sleet Hause 
Styhead to Esk Hause 
Styhead packhorse route 
Stythwaite Steps 
Threshthwaite Cove 
Thorneythwaite Fell 
Tongue House Peat trod 
Walna Scar 
Wansfell (lower) 
Wansfell (upper) 
Wetherlam to Swirl Howe 
Whiteless Pike 
Wythburn Lower 
Wythburn Upper 
Yoke to Ill Bell 



 

 

 


