BoBW — Access to Access Land

Introduction

Located in the east of England, this 13 hectare site of open country is a steep sided
valley, part of which (9 hectares) is designated as a Site of Special Scientific Interest
(SSSI). The site is in private ownership, comprising several parcels of land and
managed by two tenant farmers.

Assessing the situation — potential for conflict

The site is important as a good example of calcareous grassland and is an unusually
large site of remnant grassland for the area. It hosts a number of valuable plants
including orchids. The site is grazed by cattle and sheep (including the non SSSI
part) to help retain its nature conservation value.

The site provides a habitat for hares and grey partridge. Private shooting rights exist
over the site and several shoots are held each year. A gamekeeper is employed to
help manage the site for game.

The steep sided valley has a minor public road running through the bottom and an
existing public footpath runs adjacent to a section of the southern boundary (see map
below). The parcels of land are currently enclosed by stock fencing and there is no
provision for public access.

Starting points
Walkers

There is no history of public access to the valley, prior to the commencement of
CROW. Interest from the public to gain access to the site has so far been relatively
low, and the site is not close to any significant centre of population. Even so, there is
an expectation that the Access Authority will enable public access to enjoy and
appreciate the site for informal recreation.



Nature Conservationists

The people managing the land have expressed concerns regarding the hard effort
they have put in, working with English Nature and Natural England to manage the
site for nature conservation and that this could be lost through public access to the
site. Their concern was that damage could be done through excessive trampling and
picking of flowers. The site needs to be grazed in order to maintain the nature
conservation interest and that people bringing off lead dogs onto the land would
cause disturbance and distress to livestock. The parcels of land are relatively small
and the public (with their dogs) would be confined to small areas, thus increasing the
risk of conflict.

Commercial Interests

The occupiers of the land were surprised at its inclusion on the draft maps of access
land, as they did not believe it met the criteria for open country. They appealed
against its inclusion but PINS determined in favour of inclusion.

As small tenant farmers, the land managers are reliant on grazing the site for their
livelihood and fear they may not be able to have cattle and sheep on these fields in
the future because of the public’s dogs. They were also concerned about their
liability towards the public and how this might interfere with their shooting and other
commercial activities. Because the site comprises a steep-sided valley and a road
runs along the valley bottom, the land managers could not understand why people
could not just appreciate the site from the road.

Meeting and Opening Communications

Obviously, the Access Authority was aware of the site being mapped as open access
land. It also was made aware that the tenant farmers were opposed to the public
gaining access to the site, despite them now having a legal right to do so.

In order to help resolve the impasse, the Local Access Forum (LAF) were asked by
the Access Authority to visit the site and to assess what would be appropriate in
terms of access provision, taking into account the needs of nature conservation and
land management. A
site visit was
subsequently
undertaken by the
LAF with a
representative from
English Nature and
the Gamekeeper and
Access Authority to
explore issues and
concerns. Both
English Nature and
the LAF concluded
that a low level of
public usage would
be expected and
would not be
detrimental to the
nature conservation
interests.




Getting Down to Business

Following the work undertaken by the Local Access Forum, a meeting was convened
by the Access Authority with the tenant farmers and the Countryside Agency’s
Access Land advisor. This meeting was used to set out each other’s position and
identify the fears and concerns of the land managers.

Land managers were concerned about disturbance to livestock, inappropriate
behaviour (e.g. dropping litter, picking rare flowers, vandalism), damage and
disturbance to wildlife through excessive trampling and lack of car-parking provision.
They were also concerned about the effect on game and the quality of the shooting
at the site. They thought that the site would be “over-run” with visitors wanting to
walk their dogs there.

The Access Authority’s view was that the land was mapped as Open Country and
that provision for access needed to be made. There was increasing public
awareness (e.g. Access Land shown on new OS Explorer Maps) about the new right
of access and there was public expectation to be able to use it. Determined users
would gain access by climbing gates and fences. It was better to manage this by
providing a number of access points and appropriate signage.

Confronting Conflict
The main areas of conflicting views were that:

- the public now has a right of access to the site;

- public access to the site was thought by the land managers to be
incompatible with current land management practices; especially as electric
fencing was used to contain livestock;

- the nature conservation value of the site could be reduced as damage would
occur through disturbance to wildlife and trampling.

The meeting with the land mangers was used to allay these fears, by agreeing the
location of a limited number of access points to enable the public to access the site
and an appropriate level of signage. The land managers agreed to the LAF
recommendations regarding the number, location and type of access point.

It was also agreed that further advice would be sought from English Nature regarding
the potential damage to a rare moth (the Four Spot Moth), claimed to be occurring on
the non-SSSI part of the valley and to address the issue of car-parking, if it became a
problem.

It was also agreed to undertake monitoring of visitor levels once implementation
works had been completed.

Route to Consensus

Perhaps the key to arriving at consensus with the land managers was on what was
agreed NOT to do. For example, there is no car park and it was agreed that none
would be provided as this would help keep visitor numbers low. Similarly, there was
agreement with the land managers not to proceed with implementation works for the
site until the further work by Natural England regarding the rare moth had been
completed.

The LAF’s involvement, as an independent body also provided some reassurance to
the land managers. Their recommendations for the number and location of access
points and the form of signage were accepted as sensible and appropriate.

Finally, the willingness of all concerned to make provision for future reviews in the
light of monitoring of activity and impacts, meant that the there was still flexibility.



Reaching Consensus and Sustaining It

The locations of access points have received consent from Natural England for the
part of the valley under the SSSI designation. As at November 2007, the outcome of
Natural England’s further assessment of the non SSSI section of the valley is still
awaited.

Access Management Grant Scheme funding has been secured to carry out the
implementation works before March 2008. It is intended to provide information for
visitors on site at each access point to promote the nature conservation value of the
site and responsible access through the countryside code.

Source: Lincolnshire County Council, Rights of Way section.






