
NEW ACCESS MEANS NEW CHALLENGES 
 
Introduction 
Holwick Scar crag is part of the Great Whin Sill and is an outcrop of hard igneous 
dolerite rock, protruding from the vast expanse of moorland that comprise the North 
Pennines AONB.  It overlooks the village of Holwick, and is close to the popular 
‘hotspot’ of Low Force (a waterfall on the River Tees), close to Middleton-in-
Teesdale.  The Pennine Way passes close by, too. 

The Scar is one of a group of crags including several dramatic outcrops in the 
Teesdale area, which include Falcon Clint, Cronkley Scar, Raven Scar and Dineholm 
Scar, all of which are designated within the Upper Teesdale Site of Special Scientific 
Interest (SSSI).  A number of rock climbs are recorded as having been climbed here 
and there is potential for more new routes. 

 

 
Starting Points 
Before communications were established, there was a wide gap in the opinion on 
whether there should be or shouldn't be climbing on the Scar from the two different 
parties.  
 
Nature Conservationists Climbers 
Holwick Scar is within the Upper 
Teesdale SSSI, the North Pennine Moors 
SPA and Moor House-Upper Teesdale 
cSAC (both Natura 2000 sites).  It is 
therefore regarded as being of 
international significance. 

English Nature provided advice to the 

From the early 1960s, climbers enjoyed 
unhindered access to the crag for 
climbing.  However, activity was low-key 
and only 24 routes were recorded in the 
“North of England” climbing guide. 
 
Climbing at the Scar continued until the 
1980s, when the landowner decided to 



Countryside Agency that Holwick Scar 
contains rare arctic-alpine rock and ledge 
flora.  A breeding pair of ring ouzels have 
been observed at the site.  The rock itself 
is also of geological interest. 

The site was assessed jointly by the 
Countryside Agency and English Nature 
using an assessment process, which 
identified an increase in the levels and 
patterns of access to the crag, and that 
this could adversely affect the features of 
the site that are the reasons for it being 
special.  In such circumstances, 
Countryside Agency (now Natural 
England – NE) have the power, under 
CRoW s26, to impose restrictions on the 
right of access.   

There was strong local pressure to use 
this power to prohibit climbing. 

1980s, when the landowner decided to 
withdraw permission for climbing.  Since 
then, no climbing has taken place.  Then, 
the Scar was mapped as open country 
under part (1) of the Countryside and 
Rights of Way (CRoW) Act 2000 and so 
became available for climbing. 
 
The British Mountaineering Council 
(BMC), identified Holwick Scar as an 
important local climbing resource.  An 
increase in the level of access post 
CRoW was expected, although the scar 
was not expected to become very busy 
compared to other locations, as the BMC 
estimated that there were only 8-10 
active climbers in the vicinity.  One 
significant risk, though, was of a surge in 
new route establishment (which often 
involves removal of vegetation to expose 
‘clean’ rock).   
 
Rock climbing was thought likely to be 
‘traditional’ in nature, rather than the 
currently more popular forms such as 
bouldering and sports climbing. 

 
Meeting and Opening Communications 
English Nature/NE and the British Mountaineering Council have a good working 
relationship, established over many years of working together to resolve access and 
conservation issues.  A strong bond of trust has built up between the two 
organisations that has survived staff turnover and many heated discussions over 
access to sensitive sites.  So, it was easy to open the dialogue over Holwick Scar.  
However this is not saying there was not heated discussion to begin with. 

Nature Conservation Climbers 

Under CRoW, the Countryside Agency 
had the role of determining the need for 
exclusions or restrictions over Access 
Land.  However, with respect to nature 
conservation, it based its decisions in the 
light of advice from the ‘relevant advisory 
body’ – in this case the then English 
Nature (EN).  EN wanted to exclude 
climbing and this was their starting 
position.  However, the Countryside 
Agency people filled the position of 
mediator. 

This was an area of the country that has 
historically had little access compared 
with say the Lake District and the area is 
deemed and designated to be a very 
important landscape for biodiversity.  

The BMC argued that Holwick Scar 
makes up only 1.6% of the Whinsill 
escarpment and the plants in question 
were also present on the remaining 
98.4%.of the escarpment.  The Scar had 
previously been climbed on for over 20 
years with very little impact on the 
nature conservation value of the site. 
Holwick is also situated outside of the 
Nature Reserve that contains numerous 
whinsill scars. 

The Countryside Agency’s stated policy 
was that the least restrictive option 
should be considered. 

Other areas of conflict included concern 
over the breeding success of ring ouzels. 
The BMC referred to Stanage Edge in 



the Peak District where no problems 
have been recorded as a result of 
continuation of climbing. 

Getting Down to Business 

As a precaution, Countryside Agency imposed a short-term exclusion of public 
access to the scar for a period of less than six months.  The period of exclusion 
enabled the gathering of more information through further consultation between 
English Nature (EN) and the BMC. The aim of the consultation was to identify the 
importance and level of access interest in climbing on the Whin Sill Crags and 
whether climbing could be managed, or restricted to particular buttresses of Holwick 
Scar, through a voluntary agreement to safeguard the SSSI interest features. 

The approach worked in that it provided more time to consider the issues but there 
was no attempt to monitor if anybody climbed in this time period. Nevertheless, 
legally it worked particularly well in helping the negotiations (which took a year in the 
end and a lot of hard work). 

A working group was set up comprising representatives of the Agency, EN, the BMC 
and Durham County Council, to: 

· assess whether there were opportunities for a voluntary approach  to allow 
climbing without adversely impacting on the sensitive plant community and 
breeding birds present on Holwick Scar; 

· present conclusions and recommendations to the larger group, that met in 
Leeds on 26/07/05, at their next meeting; 

· if the recommendations for a voluntary approach are accepted the working 
group, undertake a review of the success of this approach 12 months from its 
inception. This will be an on going process reviewed at the end of first year 
and every year there after. 

In order to provide accurate baseline information, a botanical survey of the crag was 
commissioned by the interested parties.  The findings were shared between all 
involved. 

Confronting Conflict 
The main area of conflict was the risk that climbers trying to establish new routes 
would damage valuable flora and disturb birds.  At the core of this problem was – 
would the BMC be able to successfully impose voluntary restrictions, or would the 
Countryside Agency have to resort to legal mechanisms? 

It was a great help, in confronting this key question, for BMC to be able to refer to the 
long-running arrangements for voluntary restrictions at crags all over the country 
during nesting times.  BMC publishes a guide every year to agreed restrictions and a 
code of practice. 

It certainly was not straight forward, though - at times the discussion was quite 
heated and it took quite a lot of discussion and information gathering and partnership 
working outside of the meeting by all parties to gain agreement on the way forward. 
There was still a bit of mistrust on both sides in the beginning and that is why the role 
of the Countryside Agency as mediator/honest broker was essential in getting the two 
parties to the table. 

There were also some concerns amongst local residents so a consultation meeting 
was held to gain feedback from residents and identify any problems and how to solve 
them. 



Route to Consensus 
The first step was for the Working Group’s to agree on the key aims are.  These were 
agreed as being to: 

· develop a sustainable approach and explore a range of options in relation to 
climbing activity on Holwick Scar 

· raise the awareness of the potential impact of climbing on Holwick Scar  

· raise the awareness of the Biodiversity importance of Holwick Scar  

· communicate the outcomes of the project for the national development of best 
practice guidance  

The working group has: 

· prepared a list of tasks to be undertaken; 

· started to prepare a site management plan; 

· agreed the basis on which impacts will be monitored and evaluated. 

 
Reaching Consensus and Sustaining It 
So, what was achieved?  A voluntary approach to managing climbing.  Working 
together, the Countryside Agency, English Nature Durham County Council and the 
BMC (including local representatives of both organisations) agreed to a code of 
conduct for climbing.  The code is given in the box below. 

- Do not remove cliff vegetation this is an illegal (and punishable) 
offence under the Wildlife and Countryside and CRoW Acts  

- Climbing is only permitted on buttresses numbered 1 to 5 (in crag 
pamphlet)  

- Do not climb on the buttress between Great Chimney and Charlie’s 
Chimney (inc. these routes), or on the area under the black lines on 
buttress 3 (see pamphlet)  

- Avoid climbing onto the large vegetated ledges  

- Do not abseil from the trees  

- Descend from buttresses 1, 2, and 3 down the back 

- When topping-out from buttresses 4 and 5 descend via the large 
grassy gully on the right  

- When moving between buttresses stay on the obvious ‘sheep-track’  

- Do not walk on ANY of the scree slopes  

- Only approach the crag by the designated access point  

- Follow the Countryside Code  

- If you spot Ring Ouzel’s in early-mid March, call Natural England 



 

 

 

The code is shown on the BMC’s Regional Access Database and paper copies of the 
guidelines are available at the site (see photo below). 



 

A management plan has been drawn up covering climbing at the site and monitoring 
is underway to see how climbers react and what happens to the flora and fauna.  So 
far, all looks promising. 

The net result is that climbing can continue for the time being while a better 
understanding of the impacts of climbing on the valued vegetation is gained.  The 
future is now in the hands of climbers to minimise their impacts, and on the BMC to 
promote responsible climbing at the site. 
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For more information, contact: Rob Keane, Natural England (Tel: 0161 237 
1061 or email Robert.keane@naturalengland.org.uk) or Dr Cath Flitcroft, BMC 
(Tel: 0161 438 3333, email cath@thebmc.co.uk).   


