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Wild land ecology and habitat conservation

This, the third seminar in the series, was held in the village of Hawes in the heart of the Yorkshire Dales National Park.  The Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority hosted the event at the Dales Countryside Museum.  A total of nineteen delegates attended, representing a wide range of interests and organisations.  

Four speakers made presentations during the seminar on topics ranging from nature conservation to habitat regeneration. These presentations are summarised below.  Ian Garven and Tim Thom introduced the seminar as representatives of the Yorkshire Dales National Park.

The seminar was followed by a one-day field visit to sites in the national park that are currently managed as habitat regeneration projects. The day was led by the national park ecologist, Tim Thom.

An introduction to the Yorkshire Dales and ideas on wilding

Tim Thom, Ecologist, Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority 

In his opening presentation, Tim Thom outlined the remit of the Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority and described the difficulties faced by the authority when promoting ecology and habitat regeneration.  The NPA has no luxury of ownership since much of the land is privately owned.  Economics tends therefore to act as the driving force in land management, thereby leaving little room for 'wilderness'.  The NPA, however, tries to focus on 'wilding' wherever possible.  This was illustrated in a visual journey from moor top to dale bottom.  

The Dales are heavily managed, even at higher elevations, through heather burning on grouse moors and grazing by sheep and cattle.  Agricultural intensification has resulted in moor loss of approximately 40% and replacement by acid grassland.  Politics and even ecological principles act to maintain the Dales in their current state. On the one hand, the current owners and farmers of the Dales landscape like it as it is and are therefore resistant to change. On the other the current landscape is varied and strong ecological arguments suggest maintaining the biodiversity as is.  Examples of such landscapes for which the Dales are well known include extensive areas of limestone pavement and the hay meadows in the Dale bottoms that are protected through ESA status.

The question from an ecological perspective, therefore, is that while wilding may sound like a good idea, is it necessarily beneficial biodiversity and the landscape?

Letting nature be wild
James Fenton, Ecologist, National Trust for Scotland 

In his presentation, James Fenton makes the distinctions between nature, humans and wilderness, placing these ideas into the context of managing landscape and biodiversity.  The starting point for any such discussion is the definition of nature.  Three definitions are possible: 

· plants and animals

· plants and animals plus the abiotic landscape

· all of the above plus humans

We (as humans) are of course part of nature, so everything we do can be considered 'natural', even the act of destroying nature.  In practice, for the word nature to have any useful meaning, it is necessary to classify the word into 'artificial' and 'natural', i.e. to separate artefacts from natural entities.  Nature conservation thus comes to mean conserving species other than humans, i.e. conserving wild things.

Nature conservation is about allowing other species (i.e. nature) achieve their full potential.  This is the second principle of deep ecology.  Yet we (as humans) have to manage nature to live and exist, for example, through agriculture and forestry.  Letting nature be wild is the purest form of nature conservation, but is by definition, anathema to economic land use.  

Many of the world's natural landscapes have been altered in some way by human activity.  This is especially true of the British Isles where thousands of years of human activity mean that we do not really know what the truly natural landscape should look like.  James Fenton poses the question as to whether we should worry about this, because wild nature will always arrange itself to fill whatever niches are created.

As regards conservation and management, it is possible to divide the landscape into three basic zones:

· unimproved and semi-natural

· lightly managed and species rich

· intensively managed and species poor

These different zones require different approaches to nature conservation.  Three approaches can therefore be defined.  These are as follows.

1. Wild nature or the "wilderness approach"

This approach to nature conservation basically involves stepping back from management and letting nature 'do it's own thing' without any form of human interference.  Much ecologically focused management has certain notified outcomes (e.g. to promote a specific species or species mix), but this approach accepts local dynamics and lets nature follow natural progressions.  Such an approach is maybe only applicable to larger areas remote from economic and social constraints.

2. Wildlife gardening or the "nature reserve approach"

Many nature conservation programmes follow a less radical approach, preferring to actively manage nature through intervention in favour of target species and habitats with notified outcomes.  Such management regimes are less tolerant of ecological succession.  They are applicable to islands of semi-natural habitat in an otherwise intensively managed landscape and to the conservation of species made rare through human activity.

3. Fitting in or the "FWAG approach"

This approach favours fitting in as much wildlife as possible around established economic activity. As an approach it is applicable to farmland, urban parks, patches of urban wasteland and gardens. This is the approach common to the Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group (FWAG).

The presentation then focused on the wild nature or the "wilderness approach" as a means of promoting the conservation of biodiversity, restoration of lost biodiversity and managing landscapes in the context of Scottish wild lands. A large and varied number of issues regarding implementation were raised under these headings as follows:

1. Conservation of current biodiversity

· Optimising grazing levels (what is natural?)

· Spread of bracken (control or laissez-faire?)

· Heather burning (to burn or not to burn?)

· Relict scrub and woodland (plant or natural regeneration?)

· Rare plants (maintain or leave to their fate?)

2. Restoration of lost biodiversity

· New native woodland (plant or natural regeneration?)

· Tree-line restoration (a valid concept?)

· Animal re-introductions (timescales and conflicts?)

· What is a natural grazing level?

3. Managing as wilderness

· Should the mountains be managed as wilderness or cultural landscapes?

· Are the Scottish mountains an ecologically devastated landscape or valuable natural or semi-natural habitat?

· How much management is acceptable or appropriate (i.e. path repair, target setting for species and habitats, intrusion of fences, use of off-road vehicles, recreational conflicts, etc.)

The case was made for setting aside larger areas for wild nature. This was contrasted to the bureaucratic biodiversity action plans that are currently in vogue.

Ecology of Dartmoor: historical land use and wild land perspectives

Adam Griffin, Moor Trees 

Moor Trees is an organisation that is dedicated to restoring areas of wild, natural forest on Dartmoor. This is being done through tree planting initiatives using locally collected and grown seed.  Dartmoor is an upland area approximately 95000ha in size, with a high proportion of open area in the form of blanket bog, heath and grassland.

As an organisation, Moor Trees derives inspiration from Trees for Life. Moor Trees regards the presence of wild areas in the UK and the Southwest in particular as being both culturally and biologically important. Dartmoor is an area rich in archaeology with much evidence of Bronze Age settlement on the high moor.  That the high moor is largely devoid of forest is due in part to Bronze Age forest clearance and subsequent grazing by domestic animals.  The moor has a long history of human habitation and associated alteration of the natural environment. 

Peat and bog cores taken from the Moor show through the pollen record that there was once much more alder and other tree species and less heather than exists today.  Moor Trees hypothesise that this could be used as a "map for the future" by using these core data as an indicator of the natural species mix for the area.  Some good examples of natural and semi-natural oak woodland still exist, mainly found in the otherwise 'unproductive' clitter fields surrounding Dartmoor's many tors and deeply incised river valleys.  

The moor also exhibits plenty of evidence of more recent human activity, mainly in the form of extractive industries such as iron and tin mining, peat cutting and charcoal production.  Thus the area, despite elements of 'wildness' is an example of 1000 year old industrial landscape that some may argue we need to preserve for its cultural heritage.

Two other features of the Dartmoor landscape are grazing (by sheep, cattle, Dartmoor ponies and deer) and heavy tourist traffic.  Heavy grazing has led to a highly altered landscape with few trees on the open moor.  Bracken invasion and the internationally important heathland areas both require management.  Over grazing has meant that few trees can become established.  Reductions in the number of domestic stock in certain areas and their replacement by more natural browsers may be one way to encourage woodland regeneration.  Natural regeneration may then be achieved without fencing targeted areas off.  

The biodiversity profile of the Dartmoor area written by the Dartmoor National Park Authority and English Nature describes the blanket bogs, raised bogs, upland heath, upland oakwood and parkland of the park as being of international importance, while valley mires and Rhôs parkland are of national importance.  This is welcomed by Moor Trees but the organisation is disappointed that the resulting policy objectives for native oak woodland are very limited and watered down.  Moor Trees understand that a great deal of effort is still required to define the woodland resource on Dartmoor.  

Moor Trees recognises that there is more to nature conservation than biodiversity and numbers. It should also include the power of nature.  Conservation policy developments on Dartmoor need to try to put some form of label on the qualitative value of woodlands and emphasise the bigger picture to take both the "heart of nature" and the cultural history of the area fully into account.  

In conclusion, Moor Trees while trying through small scale practical ventures to expand native woodland in Dartmoor, are fostering a wider appreciation of the landscape and the ethic of nature and landscape and its essential role in human spirit.

Ecological restoration and the future of wilderness

Alan Featherstone Watson, Trees for Life

The future of wilderness according to some sources is one of 'doom and gloom' based on a widely held view of a dying world.  For example, some estimates of species extinction rates are as high as 25,000 per year, due in part, perhaps, to climate change.  Forests are a good example of ecosystems under pressure.  Areas of dry tropical forest has mostly been cleared for agriculture. Temperate rain forest have been clear-cut for their timber.  All over the world there are examples of forests that have been destroyed by human action; dam building in Tanzania, slash and burn in South America, burn and graze in Tierra del Fuego, and closer to home, the removal of the Caledonian Forest.  In many cases, pollution, population expansion and the demand for agricultural land are the root cause.

Globally, deforestation leads to loss of habitat and this has a direct effect on many forest species.  The same situation can be seen in the UK at a smaller scale.  The Caledonian Forest once covered a large part of central Scotland.  Today, only 1.1% of the original forested area remains.  Protected areas of forest do exist, but they are in general too small and in many instances comprise of areas of minimum economic value (i.e. are largely rock and ice).  It is well understood that bigger protected areas are more effective at preserving species diversity.  

The natural biological resources of the planet are greatly over exploited, with 60% of the earth's primary biological activity being exploited for human benefit. Little regard is given to ecological integrity and wilderness preservation despite warnings from many eminent authors. For example:

"Wilderness is the arena of evolution"  

(Dave Forman)

"Wilderness recovery, I firmly believe, is the most important task of our generation" (Reed Noss)

"In wilderness is the preservation of the world" 

(David Henry Thoreau)

The argument being made is that we, the human race, need to stop and then reverse the trend in wilderness erosion before it is too late.  Ecological restoration is possible as the process of ecological interruption and succession demonstrates.  For example, ecological re-colonisation of the Mount St.Helens area after the catastrophic 1980 eruption has been well monitored. This has been shown to start at the edge of the blast zone with species colonising the blast area from the intact forest.  Another example is Krakatoa, where the rain forest has regenerated itself after 100 years.

The work of Trees for Life has focused on the regeneration of natural forest, particularly in Scotland where natural ecosystem restoration work on the Caledonian Forest is assisted by planting schemes. This is demonstrated in Glen Affric where the Forestry Commission have fenced off areas of the glen to reduce grazing pressure from red deer.  Trees for Life is working here to re-establish a natural forest through planting regimes that mimic natural patterns, distributions and species mix.  In other areas over-grazing by increased numbers of red deer has meant that young trees simply cannot get established.  Red deer has increased by approximately 50% in the last 30 years, which means that the forest is over-grazed killing any young seedlings and leaving a ageing population of trees.  If red deer are excluded, the forest will regenerate.  The resulting forest is still not a wilderness, rather a stepping stone towards wilderness.  Once the trees are established, then a more natural grazing pattern can be established with it.  This may take 200 to 300 years.  Other work by Trees for Life includes:

· removal of exotic species like sitka spruce;

· removal of redundant fencing (where not needed to keep out the deer); and

· re-introduction of native species of wildlife that are part of the natural ecosystem.

If we are serious about wilderness then we have to tackle some very difficult issues. For example, do we really want predator species such as wolves, bears and lynx back into the ecosystem?  Without large areas of native forest to live in and without their natural predators to keep numbers at natural levels, red deer numbers will increase and threaten over-grazing, returning us to the 'shaved-earth' of today's Highlands.

Ecological restoration is important for global survival.  We can help nature heal itself through appropriate and timely action.  Such action is required urgently, before it is too late.  The principles of ecological restoration are as follows:

· Mimic nature;

· Work from areas of natural strength;

· Pay attention to 'key stone' species;

· Utilise pioneer species;

· Recreate ecological niches;

· Re-establish ecological linkages (reconstruct the web of life);

· Control or remove introduced species;

· Remove/mitigate limiting factors;

· Let nature do most of the work; and

· Love nurtures the life force spirit of all beings and is a significant factor in helping to heal the earth (the 'green thumb' effect).

If we are serious about wilderness restoration, then we need a major and radical shift in life style, including:

Renewed respect of the earth;

· Relinquish the need to use/manage the land and the oceans;

· Personal lifestyle changes and demand less of the earth;

· Shift from the industrial philosophy of growth towards sustainability;

· Bio-regional responsibility; and

· Removal of infrastructure.

Wilderness conservation and farming

Cherry Good, conservation writer

Are wilderness conservation and farming incompatible?  In most instances this is true, but it depends on the contextual situation and the scale of developments.  A good example might be crofting in the Scottish Highlands.  Crofting is a form of subsistence agriculture that has existed for many hundreds of years in the Highlands and is one that, by necessity, works closely with the landscape.  However, in today's vogue for nature conservation, many crofters are at odds with conservation policies.  The example is given of the Isle of Skye.  Here there is a wide mix of habitats, inter-mixed with traditional crofting communities.  The crofters are trying to earn a living from the land and so there is a strong economic imperative in their chosen methods of land management.  The economics of crofting are marginal and in this situation conservation and economics are in conflict, leading to confrontation.

There are a number of issues that are relevant to this conflict:

· There is a general problem with the term 'wilderness' because the landscape has been greatly altered by a long history of human activity;

· Conservation is focused on preventing the deterioration of what 'wildness' is left in the landscape and not helping crofters earn their living from the land; and

· There are difficulties with 're-wilding' as a term as this suggests reversing the efforts of the crofting community and culture in shaping the landscape.

Throughout history, wilderness has been seen as a bad thing; something to be tamed and made productive (at least in the economic sense). Now that wilderness is seen as a scarce natural resource then it has acquired value.  We have learned to stress the positive aspects of nature, its spiritual values and its aesthetic beauty.

Re-wilding is an issue that has only recently developed out of our 'new' appreciation of wilderness.  As farming becomes unprofitable or marginal in certain areas, then conservationists are tempted to suggest re-creating ecological wilderness through the replacing of farming with re-generated wilderness by 'letting go' and allowing the landscape to return to nature.  This policy may be most appropriate at present with the British Isles, in the uplands where the woods and high places provide places of popular outdoor recreation.  Since the mass trespasses of the Fifties, the uplands have become something of a battleground for the landless classes fighting against the landowners and farmers for rights of access and nature conservation.  A contemporary example in the Highlands, is the proposed ski funicular in the Cairngorm.  This is a good example of economic development versus wild land conservation, which ironically has issues of access fighting both corners.  On the one hand, the developers see the funicular as a means of attracting tourists to the area and allowing summer tourists to experience the wildness of the Cairngorm plateau first hand. On the other hand the bona-fide outdoor recreationalists and nature conservation lobby see the funicular as eroding the wildness of the area and creating access problems.  

John Muir (the Scots born nature conservationist and writer) saw wilderness areas as 'fountains of life' and stressed through is writings why we need wild places for spiritual renewal.  While Muir spent most of his life working to save the North American wilderness in the late nineteenth century, his work has great relevance to his native Scotland today.  Most of the wild areas of the UK is not wilderness at all because of the people that inhabit all corners of the landscape.  Wherever you look there are farms, homes, infrastructure and tourists.  There is a multiplicity of interest in the landscape that works against any singular description like wilderness.  Perhaps the single greatest factor working against wilderness and conservation in the UK landscape is land ownership.  Land ownership equals wealth and power.  It is the basis of investment and profits.  Land ownership is also an emotional issue.  Society honours those with property from the homeowner to the monarchy and church.  This focuses our attitude towards the land and helps us understand why confrontation between farmers and conservationists is inevitable.  Taken in the context of crofting and marginal lands, then there is also an emotional attachment based on the many hundreds of years of hard work and the cultural heritage that it represents.  

Thus, the biggest problem in the conservation world is land ownership and farming.  "Keep Out" signs and fences/walls are statements of ownership and are rooted in the protectionist attitudes of landowners.  This is almost like a red-rag to a bull when seen by conservationists.  In general, the problem is more to do with the lack of communication between conservationists and land-owners/farmers.  For example, Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) are the source of much conflict.  However, it is not the principle of SSSI's but rather the manner of protection (i.e. prevention of certain activities and general farming practices) that causes ill feeling and discontent.

The John Muir Trust (JMT) owns some areas of wild land in Scotland.  This is an usual example of the owner being the conservationist.  Some of this land is nearly all crofted, such that clear communication between the land owner and the farmer is essential.  While 'letting things go' is clearly seen as bad by the crofters because of the economic imperative and the general resistance to change, nature conservation and farming must be seen as a two-way street.  While there are many problems where farming and conservation co-exist, there a number of ways of tackling these problems:

· Land is not wild (another term is needed);

· Need to listen to the arguments of both sides in order to co-ordinate policy, and include everyone in this process; and

· The views of local people are an essential requirement and these take precedent over external conservation ideals.

The JMT took over an area on the Isle of Skye that had been crofted for generations.  They recognised that they needed to identify a compromise between conservation and crofting, and initiate change from the inside.  JMT encourage the use of traditional crofting methods on their land (e.g. use of seaweed as a fertiliser) and above all, work directly with the local community to meet both farming and conservation goals.  Communication with people at the sharp end is the answer… talk, talk, talk.

Discussion

The discussion after the presentations focused mainly on the issues of re-wilding and the opportunities that the economic downturn in upland agriculture presents to nature conservation.  The following series of bullet-points summarises some of the issues raised in the discussion.

· There is still a great deal of scientific and philosophical debate over 'what is wilderness' and how we may go about regenerating wild environments in Britain.  There are many different perspectives on this, but two extremes focus on the 'cultural' view, stressing sociological perspectives, and the ecological view that stresses ecological principles and naturalness.

· There is a philosophical and practical difference between "letting go" (i.e. allowing nature to do her own thing in the absence of any human interference) and designing a wild landscape (i.e. working closely with nature to generate a wild landscape under human control).  Some examples include Cape Breton, Canada where regeneration has occurred in 30 years and rainforest environments which, if left to nature, can regenerate relatively quickly.

· The situation in Britain is very different.  The landscape is subject to a long cycle of climatic change and a high population density.  Nature may not be able to regenerate a 'naturally' wooded landscape as tall heath may dominate, although under some circumstances, pine may compete with tall heath.  In this instance, do we accept the 'impure' or do we actively interfere with natural succession to produce a designed landscape that we think represents the natural? How do we know what would naturally be there?  Maybe a good approach would be start with examples where we are certain about the natural state and let these re-wild and see if nature achieves the expected climax vegetation.

· Theorising about natural regeneration and managed re-wilding is one thing.  Doing something practical is another.  Actions will be bound by the need to consider economic as well as conservation ideals.  Where the economics of traditional farming landscapes are marginal or under threat, then there is a chance of working together towards a change in favour of conservation and re-wilding. In other locations there are lessons to be learnt from Aldo Leopold's "Land Ethic" and the politics of sustainability.  Low intensity farming might be one answer in sensitive conservation areas where agriculture is still the main economic resource.

· Policy directions include:

· Re-wilding and the economic opportunities of 'pulling back' from marginal upland areas;

· Integrated rural development;

· Diversification into leisure, recreation, bird-watching, etc.;

· Change in farming practices to more sustainable and environmentally friendly techniques;

· Change in agricultural policy with subsidies to encourage extensive rather than intensive agriculture; and

· Encourage people (consumers) to buy countryside products, etc.

Field day

The field day was led by Tim Thom, in his capacity as Ecologist for Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority.  Two sites were visited; the limestone pavements at Southerscales (GR SD743766) on the nothern flank of Ingleborough, and the moor below Great Shunner Fell (GR SD868955).  The former site is an example of the limestone pavement that is characteristic of this part of the Yorkshire Dales, that has been allowed to develop its own vegetation cover.  This has resulted in an increase in tree cover.  The latter is an example of acid grassland that has been fenced off to prevent grazing by sheep.  It is hoped in this case, to help the recolonisation by heather. 


