
Open access In areas where there is open access,

The public has legal open access to about generally you do not have to stay on

47,400 hectares of Dartmoor. Of this total, footpaths, bridleways or other rights of way.

public access on foot (and horseback) to The vast areas of open country on north and

the Dartmoor commons, was secured
south Dartmoor are mainly common land.

under the Dartmoor Commons Act 1985.
There are also smaller areas of common land

5,200 hectares is access on foot made by
throughout the National Park, especially on

agreement between the National Park
the eastern side. Generally, access to common

Authority and a number of landowners/
land is unrestricted in terms of when you

occupiers. New walking rights on
can visit. The exceptions to this are the

Dartmoor specifically arising from the MoD’s Range Danger Areas on north

Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000
Dartmoor - firing times must be checked

(CRoW Act), as from 28 August 2005,
when planning to walk in these areas.

extend to approximately 7,000 hectares.
There are other areas in the National Park
where the public has permitted open access,

On Dartmoor, this symbol is currently for example Forestry Commission woodlands
being used to inform you that you and some National Trust land. Local on the
are entering CRoW Act access land.

ground information is usually provided to

help people identify and explore such areas.

Summary of Dartmoor Dartmoor Commoners' Council

Commons Byelaws Regulations
These Byelaws apply to the Dartmoor The Dartmoor Commoners' Council drew
Commons and other access land within up Regulations governing the commoners'
the National Park. activities. After widespread consultation these

In summary they make it an offence to :- Regulations were passed in September 1990.

(i) drive, park or repair vehicles or trailers on In summary they ensure that:
the commons, or ride bicyles on the commons (i) animals are properly hefted or leared (getting cattle
where there is no right of way for them and sheep accustomed to a specific area) in accordance

(ii) camp within 100 metres of any road or in with the custom and practice of Dartmoor;
other prohibited places (ii) animals are permanently marked for the

(iii) obstruct leats or watercourses identification of ownership;
(iv) light fires (iii) diseased or unthrifty stock (weak or old animals)
(v) allow dogs to run uncontrolled are not kept on the commons;
(vi) feed animals grazing on the commons (iv) stock are not kept on the commons during
(vii) train or school horses so as to cause damage prohibited periods, for example when it is

(viii) disturb wildlife necessary to control outbreaks of disease;
(ix) discharge firearms (v) there are no bulls over the age of six months
(x) throw or hit missiles (including golf balls) so as on the commons;

to cause annoyance to others (vi) there are no shod horses or ponies on the
(xi) damage fences, walls or property or remove soil, commons;

peat, dung or stones (vii) there are no rams on the commons from the
(xii) use metal detectors end of July until 10 November;
(xiii) engage in commercial activities except with the (viii) dead livestock are removed promptly;

agreement of the Dartmoor National Park Authority (ix) motorised vehicles are not driven onto the
and the landowner commons except in the course of proper

(xiv) fly model aircraft or kites so as to cause annoyance management or stock care;
to others (x) heather, grass and gorse can only be burned

(xv) hold concerts or exhibitions without permission (swaled) in the correct way.
of the Dartmoor National Park Authority and the
landowner

(xvi) play musical instruments or radios so as to cause

annoyance to others.

The Byelaws are enforced by National Park Rangers,
with penalties of up to £100 per conviction.

This is only a summary of the Dartmoor Commons

Byelaws. Copies of the Byelaws are available from
Dartmoor National Park Information Centres or noise
Headquarters; or view them on-line at

www.dartmoor-npa.gov.uk go to A-Z and click on Byelaws.
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Open access 
The public has legal open access to about
47,400 hectares of Dartmoor.  Of this total,
public access on foot (and horseback) to 
the Dartmoor commons, was secured 
under the Dartmoor Commons Act 1985.
5,200 hectares is access on foot made by
agreement between the National Park
Authority and a number of landowners/
occupiers.  New walking rights on 
Dartmoor specifically arising from the
Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000
(CRoW Act), as from 28 August 2005, 
extend to approximately 7,000 hectares. 

On Dartmoor, this symbol is currently

being used to inform you that you 

are entering CRoW Act access land. 

Summary of Dartmoor 
Commons Byelaws
These Byelaws apply to the Dartmoor
Commons and other access land within 
the National Park.

In summary they make it an offence to :-
(i) drive, park or repair vehicles or trailers on 

the commons, or ride bicyles on the commons 
where there is no right of way for them 

(ii) camp within 100 metres of any road or in 
other prohibited places

(iii) obstruct leats or watercourses
(iv) light fires
(v) allow dogs to run uncontrolled
(vi) feed animals grazing on the commons
(vii) train or school horses so as to cause damage
(viii) disturb wildlife
(ix) discharge firearms
(x) throw or hit missiles (including golf balls) so as 

to cause annoyance to others
(xi) damage fences, walls or property or remove soil, 

peat, dung or stones
(xii) use metal detectors
(xiii) engage in commercial activities except with the 

agreement of the Dartmoor National Park Authority 
and the landowner

(xiv) fly model aircraft or kites so as to cause annoyance 
to others

(xv) hold concerts or exhibitions without permission 
of the Dartmoor National Park Authority and the 
landowner

(xvi) play musical instruments or radios so as to cause 
annoyance to others.

The Byelaws are enforced by National Park Rangers, 
with penalties of up to £100 per conviction.

This is only a summary of the Dartmoor Commons
Byelaws.  Copies of the Byelaws are available from
Dartmoor National Park Information Centres or
Headquarters; or view them on-line at 
www.dartmoor-npa.gov.uk go to A-Z and click on Byelaws.
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In areas where there is open access, 
generally you do not have to stay on
footpaths, bridleways or other rights of way.
The vast areas of open country on north and
south Dartmoor are mainly common land.
There are also smaller areas of common land
throughout the National Park, especially on
the eastern side. Generally, access to common
land is unrestricted in terms of when you 
can visit.  The exceptions to this are the 
MoD’s Range Danger Areas on north
Dartmoor - firing times must be checked 
when planning to walk in these areas. 

There are other areas in the National Park
where the public has permitted open access,
for example Forestry Commission woodlands
and some National Trust land.  Local on the
ground information is usually provided to
help people identify and explore such areas. 

Dartmoor Commoners' Council
Regulations 
The Dartmoor Commoners' Council drew 
up Regulations governing the commoners'
activities. After widespread consultation these
Regulations were passed in September 1990.

In summary they ensure that: 
(i) animals are properly hefted or leared (getting cattle

and sheep accustomed to a specific area) in accordance
with the custom and practice of Dartmoor; 

(ii) animals are permanently marked for the 
identification of ownership; 

(iii) diseased or unthrifty stock (weak or old animals) 
are not kept on the commons;

(iv) stock are not kept on the commons during 
prohibited periods, for example when it is 
necessary to control outbreaks of disease;

(v) there are no bulls over the age of six months 
on the commons;

(vi) there are no shod horses or ponies on the 
commons; 

(vii) there are no rams on the commons from the 
end of July until 10 November; 

(viii) dead livestock are removed promptly; 
(ix) motorised vehicles are not driven onto the 

commons except in the course of proper 
management or stock care; 

(x) heather, grass and gorse can only be burned 
(swaled) in the correct way. 
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For further information, and a list of other Fact Sheets
available, contact the: 
Education Service, 
Dartmoor National Park Authority, 
Parke, Bovey Tracey, Newton Abbot, 
Devon TQ13 9JQ  
Tel: (01626) 832093
E-mail: education@dartmoor-npa.gov.uk
Web site: www.dartmoor-npa.gov.uk  
Visit Learning About for more educational resources.
This publication may be photocopied for educational
purposes under the Copyright Act 1988.

Further information available from our web site
www.dartmoor-npa.gov.uk 
Visit the A-Z to access resources listed.

Other related factsheets:
• Ponies
• Public Rights of Way

Other publications:
• Dartmoor Commons Act, 1985
• Dartmoor Commons Byelaws
• Dartmoor Commoners’ Council Regulations
• Walking on Dartmoor
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Designated Sites View
MIGLogin (Login/login aspx)Forgotten Password (Login/ResetPassword.aspx)

NATURAL
ENGLAND

East Dartmoor SSSI

Condition of Features

Feature name Condition Condition status Comment
date

Assemblages of breeding birds - 13/11/2012 Unfavourable - This baseline featurecondition has been calculated from thehistoric unit-specific conditions. Thecondition

Submontanegrasslands and Declining assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specificconditionspreviously recorded forthe
heaths feature. Thestatus date is the assessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Atlanticsalmon,Salmo salar 26/06/2023 Not Recorded Adminassessment

Blanketbog and valleybog 16/08/2012 Unfavourable - This baseline feature conditionhas beencalculated from thehistoricunit-specific conditions.The condition

(upland) Recovering assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditions previously recorded for the
feature.Thestatus date is theassessment dateof the lowest rankingassessment.

EO - South-West England 10/11/2021 Favourable This baseline feature conditionhas beencalculated from the historicunit-specific conditions. The condition

Igneous assigned to the feature is the least favourable of theunit-specificconditions previously recorded for the
feature. Thestatusdate is theassessmentdate of the lowest ranking assessment.

Otter, Lutra lutra 26/06/2023 NotRecorded Adminassessment

Short sedge acidic fen(upland) 28/06/2012 Unfavourable - This baselinefeature conditionhas been calculated from the historicunit-specificconditions.Thecondition

Recovering assigned to the feature is the least favourable of theunit-specific conditionspreviouslyrecorded for the
feature. The status date is the assessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Soakaway andsump (upland) 05/09/2012 Favourable This baseline feature conditionhasbeencalculated from thehistoricunit-specificconditions.Thecondition

assigned to thefeature is the least favourable of theunit-specificconditionspreviouslyrecorded for the
feature. The status date is the assessmentdate of the lowest rankingassessment.

Subalpine dwarf-shrub heath 13/11/2012 Unfavourable - This baseline feature condition has been calculated from the historic unit-specific conditions. The condition

Declining assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditions previously recorded for the
feature. The status date is theassessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Transition mire, ladder fen and 28/06/2012 Unfavourable - This baseline feature condition has been calculated from the historic unit-specific conditions.The condition

quaking bog(upland) Recovering assigned to the feature is the least favourableof the unit-specificconditionspreviouslyrecorded for the
feature. The status date is the assessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Condition ofUnits

Habitat Responsible Feature Unit Id Area NNR Assessment Assessment Comment Adverse

nam officer name (ha) overlapping date description condition

area (ha) reasons

DWARF Devon, 001 1003989 256.5137 0.00 09/05/2012 Unfavourable Unfavourable because of lack ofdwarf shrub
SHRUB Cornwall & - Recovering regeneration.Whilst dwarf shrubheathcoveras a
HEATH - IslesofScilly whole justaboutmeetsthe thresholdandwinter

Upland AreaDelivery browsing levels appear acceptable, there issignificant

Team evidence ofdie-back andheatherbeetle damagein
the building, matureandsenescentphases.The

proportion of pioneer heather is alsovery low(<2%

cover)& Moliniacoverisquitehigh throughout

(averagec.20%),Historically levels of grazing were

veryhigh,especially inwintermonths. ESA agreement
in2001 cut those levels buteither this cut was

insufficient, straying kept levels highor thecut was a
paper exercise.Noreal recoveryapparentafter the
ESA.Furtherreductionsmadeunder aHLSagreement
in 2012
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Designated Sites View
MIG Login (Login/loginaspx)Forgotten Password (Login/ResetPassword.aspx)

NATURAL
ENGLAND

Dendles Wood SSSI

Condition ofFeatures

Feature name Condition Condition Comment
date status

Assemblages of breeding 26/05/2011 Favourable This baselinefeature condition hasbeen calculated from the historic unit-specific conditions. Thecondition assigned

birds - Mixed:Scrub, to the feature is the least favourableof the unit-specific conditions previously recorded for the feature.The status
Woodland date is the assessment date of the lowestrankingassessment.

Bryophyte assemblage 01/01/1900 Not This baseline feature condition has been calculated from the historic unit-specific conditions. Theconditionassigned
Recorded to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditions previously recorded for the feature. The status

date is the assessmentdate of the lowest ranking assessment.

Lichen assemblage 01/01/1900 No This baselinefeatureconditionhas been calculated from the historic unit-specificconditions.Thecondition assigned

Recorded to the feature is the least favourableof the unit-specific conditions previouslyrecorded for the feature.Thestatus
date is the assessment date of the lowestrankingassessment.

Lowland beech and yew 26/05/2011 Favourable This baseline feature condition has been calculated from the historic unit-specificconditions.The conditionassigned

woodland to the feature is the least favourableof the unit-specific conditions previously recorded for the feature. The status

date is theassessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Upland oakwood 26/05/2011 Favourable This baseline feature condition has been calculated from the historic unit-specificconditions.The conditionassigned
to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditionspreviouslyrecorded for thefeature.Thestatus

date is the assessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Condition of Units

Habitat name Responsible Feature Unit Id Area NNR Assessment Assessment Comment Adverse

officer name (ha) overlapping date description condition

area(ha) reasons

BROADLEAVED, Devon 001 1004073 29.2772 29.28 23/06/2011 Favourable Grazing and browsing at acceptable levels

MIXED ANDYEW Cornwall & toallow for both some natural

WOODLAND- Isles of Scilly regenerationand to provide open habitat

Upland Area Delivery suitable for lichen and bryophyte
Team communities. Virtually no non-native

species present, and exceptionallyhigh

quantities of standing and fallen

deadwood. All age classes of stand type

trees present across the unit.

BROADLEAVED, Devon, 002 1004075 15.0536 0.00 19/06/2009 Favourable Although high browsing levels have given

MIXED AND YEW Cornwall & rise to very poor natural regeneration,

WOODLAND - Isles of Scilly there is deemed to be sufficient

Upland Area Delivery regeneration potential ofclimatically
Team native species to sustain the wood land in

the long-term.Additionally, this pressure

provides the open structure necessary for
the breeding bird and lichen interest as

well as an extremely high proportion of
fallenand standing deadwood not seen in
most dartmoor woodlands, which benefits

BlueGround Beetle

BROADLEAVED, Devon, 003 1029265 1.6360 0.00 01/07/2010 Unfavourable Unit has been fenced from neighbouring
MIXED AND YEW Cornwall & - Recovering farm and the unit is recoveringwelland
WOODLAND - Isles of Scilly the lichen intereststillpresent.

Upland Area Delivery
Team

BROADLEAVED, Devon, 1029266 3.9152 0.00 23/06/2011 Favourable Grazingand browsing at acceptable levels

MIXED ANDYEW Cornwall & to allow forboth somenatural
WOODLAND - Islesof Scilly regeneration and to provide open habitat
Upland Area Delivery suitable for lichen andbryophyte

Team communities.A small amount of non-

nativespecies present (rhododendron) but
very limited in extent. High quantities of
standing and fallen deadwood, especially

given the more wood pasture stand type.

All age classes of stand type trees present

across the unit. CB/108
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Designated Sites View
MIG Login (Login/login aspx) Forgotten Password (Login/ResetPassword.aspx)

NATURAL
ENGLAND

Wistman'sWood SSSI

Condition of Features

Feature name Condition Condition Comment
date statu

Lichen assemblage 27/06/2012 Favourable This baselinefeature condition has beencalculated from the historic unit-specific conditions.Thecondition assignedtothe
feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditions previously recorded for the feature. The status date is the
assessment date of the lowest rankingassessment.

Short sedge acidic 11/02/2013 Favourable This baseline feature condition has been calculated from the historicunit-specific conditions.Theconditionassigned tothe
fen (upland) feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditions previously recorded for the feature. The status date is the

assessmentdate of the lowest ranking assessment.

Uplandoakwood 27/06/2012 Favourable This baseline feature condition has been calculatedfrom the historicunit-specificconditions.Theconditionassigned tothe
feature is the least favourable of the unit-specificconditions previously recorded for the feature. The status date isthe
assessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Condition ofUnits

Habitat name Responsible Feature Unit Id Area NNR Assessment Assessment Comment Adverse

officer name (ha) overlapping date description condition

area (ha) reasons

DWARF SHRUB Devon 001 1000017 169.4724 165.54 24/11/2011 Favourable The change in grazing regime and selective

HEATH-Upland Cornwall & Molinia cutting have greatly improved the
Isles of Scilly sward structure andforb diversity of the
Area Delivery unit. Mireand wet heath areasarenow

Team receiving appropriate levelsof grazing

where theywerepreviouslyunder-grazed

(in recent years).

BROADLEAVED, Devon, 002 1000020 3.0561 3.06 28/06/2012 Favourable Upland oakwood habitat inverygood
MIXED AND YEW Cornwall & conditionwith reasonable levels of
WOODLAND - Isles of Scilly standing and fallen deadwood, andaerial
Upland Area Delivery photography shows that the extent of the

Team woodlandarea is (slowly) increeasing.A

2011 lichen survey byCoppinshas

confirmed theFavourablestatus of the
lichen assemblage.

DWARF SHRUB Devon, 003 1000019 58.4561 0.00 26/10/2012 Favourable Grazedat appropriate levels tosustain

HEATH - Upland Cornwall& relatively short acid grassland swardwith
Isles of Scilly numerous tormentil, heath bedstraw, heath

Area Delivery milkwort andscattered dwarf shrubs. There
Team is amid-westernband (running north-

south) of talldwarf shrubs dominated by
Ulexgallii with some bilberry and heaths.
The north east section is wetter, with the

swardcontaining higher percentage cover

of sedges, Moliniaand Nardus.Closeto
the river areseveralverysmall

runnels/flushes containing some
narthecium, sphagnum and drosera.

DWARF SHRUB Devon, 004 1022220 36.9119 0.76 17/09/2012 Favourable Grazedat appropriate levels tosustain

HEATH - Upland Cornwall& relativelyshortacidgrasslandsward with

Isles of Scilly numerous tormentil,heath bedstraw,heath

Area Delivery milkwort and scattered dwarf shrubs. There
Team is a central band (running north-south) of

tall dwarf shrubs dominated by Ulex gallii

with somebilberryandheaths. There a
several very small areas of M21 valley mire

near the river containing much narthecium,

sphagnum anddrosera.
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Designated Sites View
MLGLogin (Login/login aspx) ForgottenPassword(Login/ResetPassword.aspx]

NATURAL
ENGLAND

Tor Royal Bog SSSI

Condition of Features

Feature Condition Condition Comment

name date status

Blanketbog 13/09/2012 Unfavourable- This baseline featurecondition has been calculated from the historic unit-specific conditions. The condition assigned to thefeature
and valley Recovering is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditions previously recorded for the feature. The status date is the assessment date of
bog (upland) the lowest ranking assessment. Confidence in this feature's recorded condition was assessed as low on 15/11/2023. This assessment

is partofNatural England'sdesk-basedassessment project,whichusesexistingrecords and earth observations toverify ifweare
confident in the baseline feature condition, which has beenassigned from information recorded at the unitscale. This information

can be used to help prioritise features for monitoring.

Shortsedge 13/09/2012 Unfavourable - This baseline feature condition has been calculated from thehistoricunit-specificconditions. The conditionassigned to the feature
acidic fen Recovering is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditions previously recorded for the feature. The status date is the assessmentdate of
(upland) the lowest ranking assessment.

ConditionofUnits

Habitat Responsible officer Feature UnitId Area Assessment
name name (ha)

NNR Assessment Comment Adverse

overlapping date description condition

area (ha) reasons

BOGS- Devon,Comwall & 001 1004136 24.4838 0.00 13/09/2012 Favourable In quadrats, mean of 7.4positive

Upland Isles of Scilly Area indicatorspecies forblanket bog. %

Delivery Team coverof positive indicator species=

64%. Managed underHLS

agreement.

BOGS - Devon, Cornwall& 002 1004137 34.6947 0.00 01/01/2013 Unfavourable- HLS agreement in place 2012 -
Upland IslesofScilly Area Recovering grazing regime now adjusted so

Delivery Team should improve condition of over
andunder-grazed areas
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Designated Sites View
MLGLogin (Login/login aspx) ForgottenPassword(Login/ResetPassword.aspx)

NATURAL
ENGLAND

North DartmoorSSSI

Condition of Features

Featurename Condition Condition status Comment
date

Acid grassland (upland) 14/08/2013 Unfavourable- This baseline feature condition has been calculated from the historic unit-specific conditions. The

Recovering condition assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specificconditionspreviously

recorded for the feature. The status date is the assessment date of the lowest rankingassessment.

Assemblages of breedingbirds - 07/05/2013 Unfavourable - This baseline feature condition hasbeen calculatedfrom thehistoricunit-specificconditions.The

Upland moorlandandgrassland with Recovering condition assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditionspreviously

water bodies recorded for the feature. The statusdate is theassessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Assemblages ofbreeding birds- 06/08/2013 Favourable This baselinefeatureconditionhasbeencalculated from thehistoricunit-specificconditions.The

Upland moorland andgrassland condition assigned to the feature is the least favourableof theunit-specificconditionspreviously

without water bodies recorded for the feature. Thestatus date is the assessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Atlantic salmon, Salmo salar 01/01/1900 Not Recorded This isadefault baseline feature conditionassessment added because therewas no unit-specific

condition available.

Blanket bog and valley bog (upland) 01/10/2019 Unfavourable- This baselinefeaturecondition has beencalculated from thehistoricunit-specificconditions.The

Nochange condition assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specificconditionspreviously

recorded for the feature. Thestatus date is theassessment date of the lowest rankingassessment.

FB - Quaternary of South-West 07/05/2013 Favourable Thisbaseline featurecondition has been calculated from the historicunit-specific conditions. The

England condition assigned to thefeature is the least favourableof the unit-specificconditionspreviously
recorded for the feature. The statusdate is the assessment dateof the lowest ranking assessment.

Lichenassemblage 06/08/2013 Favourable Thisbaselinefeatureconditionhas beencalculatedfrom the historicunit-specificconditions.The

conditionassignedto thefeatureis the least favourableof theunit-specific conditionspreviously

recorded for the feature.The statusdateis theassessment dateof the lowestrankingassessment.

Lowlanddryheath 01/01/1900 NotRecorded This isadefault baseline feature condition assessmentadded because therewas no unit-specific 

condition available.

Nationally rareand scarce dragonfly 01/01/1900 Not Recorded This is a default baseline feature condition assessmentadded because there was no unit-specific 

species - Coenagrion mercuriale, condition available.

SouthernDamselfly

Otter,Lutra lutra 01/01/1900 Not Recorded This is a default baseline feature condition assessment added because therewas no unit-specific

condition available.

Shortsedge acidic fen(upland) 14/02/2013 Unfavourable - Thisbaseline feature condition has been calculated from the historicunit-specificconditions.The

Recovering condition assigned to the feature is the least favourable of theunit-specificconditionspreviously

recorded for the feature. The statusdate is the assessmentdate of the lowest ranking assessment.

Soakaway and sump (upland) 01/01/1900 Not Recorded This isadefaultbaseline feature condition assessmentaddedbecause therewasnounit-specific

condition available.

Subalpinedwarf-shrub heath 01/10/2019 Unfavourable. This baselinefeature conditionhasbeencalculated from thehistoricunit-specificconditions.The

No change condition assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditions previously

recorded for the feature. The status date is the assessment dateof the lowest rankingassessment.

Transition mire, ladderfenand 01/01/1900 Not Recorded This is a default baselinefeature condition assessmentaddedbecause there was no unit-specific

quaking bog (upland) conditionavailable.

Uplandoakwood 06/08/2013 Favourable This baseline feature condition has beencalculated from thehistoric unit-specific conditions. The

conditionassigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditions previously

recorded for the feature. Thestatus date is the assessment date of the lowest rankingassessment.

Wet heath(upland) 01/10/2019 Unfavourable- This baseline feature condition has been calculated from thehistoric unit-specificconditions.The

No change condition assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specificconditionspreviously

recorded for the feature. The status date is theassessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

ConditionofUnits

Habitatname Responsible Feature Unit Id Area (ha) NNR Assessment Assessment Comment Adverse

officer name overlapping date description condition

area(ha) reasons
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BROADLEAVED, Devon, 091 1031114 29.8886 29.89 06/08/2013 Favourable

MIXED AND Comwall &

YEW Isles of Scilly

WOODLAND - Area Delivery
Upland Team
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NATURAL
ENGLAND

South Dartmoor SSSI

Condition ofFeatures

Feature name Condition Conditionstatus Comment
date

Acidgrassland(upland) 03/02/2021 Unfavourable- This baselinefeatureconditionhasbeen calculated from the historicunit-specific conditions. The condition

Recovering assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditionspreviouslyrecorded for the feature.

The status date is the assessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Atlantic salmon, Salmo 01/01/1900 Not Recorded This is a default baseline feature condition assessment added because there was no unit-specific condition

salar available.

Blanket bog and valley 24/05/2011 Unfavourable - This baseline feature condition has been calculated from the historic unit-specific conditions. The condition

bog (upland) Declining assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditions previously recorded for thefeature.

The status date is the assessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

FB - Quaternary of South- 01/02/2017 Favourable This baseline feature condition has beencalculated from the historicunit-specificconditions.Thecondition

West England assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditionspreviously recorded for the feature.

The status date is the assessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Mire grasslands and rush 01/01/1900 NotRecorded This is a default baseline feature condition assessmentaddedbecause therewasnounit-specificcondition

pastures(upland) available.

Otter, Lutra lutra 01/01/1900 Not Recorded This is a default baseline feature conditionassessment addedbecause therewasno unit-specific condition

available.

Short sedge acidicfen 03/02/2021 Favourable This baseline featurecondition hasbeen calculated from the historicunit-specific conditions. Thecondition

(upland) assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specific conditions previously recorded for the feature.
Thestatus date is the assessment date of the lowest rankingassessment.

Soakaway andsump 03/02/2021 Favourable This baseline feature condition has been calculated from the historic unit-specific conditions.The condition

(upland) assigned to the feature is the least favourable of theunit-specific conditions previouslyrecorded for thefeature.

The status date is the assessment date of the lowest rankingassessment.

Subalpine dwarf-shrub 03/02/2021 Unfavourable - This baseline feature condition has been calculated from the historic unit-specific conditions.Thecondition

heath Recovering assigned to the feature is the least favourable of the unit-specificconditions previously recorded for the feature.

The status date is the assessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Transitionmire, ladder fen 01/01/1900 Not Recorded This isa defaultbaselinefeature conditionassessmentaddedbecause therewasnounit-specific condition

and quaking bog (upland) available.

Wet heath (upland) 03/02/2021 Not Recorded Thisbaseline feature conditionhas been calculatedfrom the historicunit-specific conditions.The condition

assigned to the feature is the least favourable of theunit-specificconditions previouslyrecorded for thefeature.
Thestatus date is the assessment date of the lowest ranking assessment.

Condition of Units

Habitat Responsible Feature Unit Id Area (ha) NNR Assessment Assessment Comment Adverse

name officer name overlapping date description condition

area(ha) reasons

BOGS - Devon, 003 1021342 259.9171 0.00 16/06/2011 Favourable Despite beingmuch drier thanusual
Upland Comwall& (exceptionally dry season), the mires are in

Isles of Scilly goodcondition. A wide range of mire types

Area Delivery present with high Sphagnum cover (several spp
Team noted present), abundant cottongrass in flower

and a good selectionof mire indicator species.

Grasshopper Warblerand Snipeshowing

breeding evidence,MeadowPipitnestfound.

DWARF Devon, 008 1021461 48.2269 0.00 06/07/2011 Unfavourable Dean Moor is assessedas unfavourable
SHRUB Comwall& - Recovering recoveringbecause: In dryheath habitats -75%
HEATH - Isles ofScilly of sample points fail on the cover of indicator

Upland Area Delivery species from Table 1. 35% of sample pointsfail
Team on the cover of non-pioneer dwarf shrubs

browsed. 15% of sample points fail on the %

cover of Juncus effusus. Wet heath habitats ?
present on site butnot listedasfeaturesfor
unit.
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OkehamptonExclosure , fence removed, March 2023 - Natural England, Eamon Crowe

The UK government has acknowledged that delivering on the ambition of UN

Biodiversity Conference (COP 15) will be challenging and will require swift action.
The scale of this challenge is evident on the Dartmoor commons where sadly the
wildlife that once thrived is no longer as rich or resilient as it once was. On the face
of it the wildlife we now experience can seem no different from that enjoyed and
experienced by our parents and grandparents. However, memories fade and
ecological baselines shift. In the 1980's large areas of Dartmoor's open moorland
were designated as Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and later asa Special
Area of Conservation reflecting the national and international importance of
Dartmoor's moorland wildlife.

Despite the protection these designations provided, and the huge investment of
public money in agri-environment schemes, wildlife has declined. Breeding
populations of golden plover, red grouse and ring ouzels have now gone or are on
the verge of being lost. The large expanses of upland heathland that once
characterised the moor are now fragmented and what remains is often in poor
ecological condition. Dartmoor's precious peatlands, its blanket bogs on the
highest ground and mires in the valley bottoms are still suffering from historic

management affecting their ability to store carbon and regulate river flows.
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Ring ouzel on cotoneaster bush - Natural England, PeterRoworth

Sowhyhas the current approach of protection and incentive through agri-
environment schemes not reversed the decline of wildlife on Dartmoor's moorland?

The current High Level Environment Stewardship (HLS) schemes now in place
were set up to deliver a range of environmental outcomes including the delivery of
SSSI favourable condition (that is the special interest features for which the SSSI
was designated are in a healthy state). On those agreements where not all the
outcomes have so far been met, we are keen to sit down with agreement holders
and talk thorough how we can support them in delivering on those outcomes.

For some agreements we will need to agree collectively how we can adjust grazing
to reduce the impact on heathland vegetation and help control purple moor-grass
expansion, explore how shepherding can be used to even out grazing pressure
and address the continuing effect of historic peatland drainage. We will need to
work with graziers to agree how we can achieve the right animals in the right place
at the right time of year. This will take time and a partnership approach given the
multiple demands that farm businesses on Dartmoor face.
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Okehampton Exclosure, autumn 2022 - Natural England, Justin Gillett

There are of course other factors at play such as air pollution, other land use
demands and climate change that have all impacted on Dartmoor's wildlife and the
condition of SSSIs. The impact of large-scale burning management will also have
played apart. However, we have seen the capacity for nature to recover where
farmers support environmental improvements. For example, the number of
breeding Dunlin pairs on Dartmoor has shown a positive response following
peatland restoration.

Many of the current HLS agreements on Dartmoor's commons are due to expire
and as part of the transition to the new Environment Land Management scheme
existing agreement holders can seek a voluntary 5-year extension to their
agreement. Agreement holders and ourselves can use this 5-year extension
opportunity to plan for any changes and agree a way forward, helping provide
continuity for farmers during the immediate agricultural transition period and help
relieve some of the other pressures farmers are facing.
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Dartmoor ESA, Combestone Tor - Natural England, Peter Wakely

In 2020, the Dartmoor National Park set out an ambition to "deliver Nature
enhancement ata landscape scale, underpinned by the restoration of dynamic
natural processes. Habitats are protected, restored, maintained, cared for,
expanded and connected; supported by land management systems and natural
capital investment that have the delivery of public goods at their heart." At Natural
England we fully support this commitment and are putting in place changes to
support farmers through this transition, through their agri-environment agreements.

The only way to achieve this vision, to a more sustainable future for all
stakeholders on Dartmoor is to work in close partnership. We are planning to meet
commoners, landowners and the Dartmoor National Park in early April 2023 to try
and agree a shared way forward where farmers and landowners feel they have a
real stake in the success of their agri-environment agreements. Success would be
viable farm business delivering transformational nature recovery on the Dartmoor
commons.

Tags: biodiversity, climate change, Dartmoor, farming, Land management, National
Parks, Natural England, wildlife

All GOV.UK blogs All GOV.UK blog posts GOV.UK

All departments Accessibility statement Cookies

 !"#$%%"&'()*&+%$,-.#%/-&0%"&1&2!#3"!4&'/54!/6*&7-#-"&8!9-4:

;/&<=<=*&#>-& !"#$%%"&2!#?%/!4&7!"9&.-#&%3#&!/&!$,?#?%/&#%&@6-4?A-"&2!#3"-
-/>!/B-$-/#&!#&!&4!/6.B!C-&.B!4-*&3/6-"C?//-6&,:&#>-&"-.#%"!#?%/&%D&6:/!$?B

/!#3"!4&C"%B-..-.E&F!,?#!#.&!"-&C"%#-B#-6*&"-.#%"-6*&$!?/#!?/-6*&B!"-6&D%"*
-GC!/6-6&!/6&B%//-B#-6H&.3CC%"#-6&,:&4!/6&$!/!5-$-/#&.:.#-$.&!/6&/!#3"!4

B!C?#!4&?/A-.#$-/#&#>!#&>!A-&#>-&6-4?A-":&%D&C3,4?B&5%%6.&!#&#>-?"&>-!"#EI&)#&2!#3"!4
'/54!/6&J-&D344:&.3CC%"#&#>?.&B%$$?#$-/#&!/6&!"-&C3##?/5&?/&C4!B-&B>!/5-.&#%

.3CC%"#&D!"$-".&#>"%35>&#>?.&#"!/.?#?%/*&#>"%35>&#>-?"&!5"?1-/A?"%/$-/#&!5"--$-/#.E

0>-&%/4:&J!:&#%&!B>?-A-&#>?.&A?.?%/*&#%&!&$%"-&.3.#!?/!,4-&D3#3"-&D%"&!44
.#!9->%46-".&%/& !"#$%%"&?.&#%&J%"9&?/&B4%.-&C!"#/-".>?CE&8-&!"-&C4!//?/5&#%&$--#

B%$$%/-".*&4!/6%J/-".&!/6&#>-& !"#$%%"&2!#?%/!4&7!"9&?/&-!"4:&)C"?4&<=<K&#%&#":
!/6&!5"--&!&.>!"-6&J!:&D%"J!"6&J>-"-&D!"$-".&!/6&4!/6%J/-".&D--4&#>-:&>!A-&!

"-!4&.#!9-&?/&#>-&.3BB-..&%D&#>-?"&!5"?1-/A?"%/$-/#&!5"--$-/#.E&(3BB-..&J%346&,-
A?!,4-&D!"$&,3.?/-..&6-4?A-"?/5&#"!/.D%"$!#?%/!4&/!#3"-&"-B%A-":&%/&#>-& !"#$%%"

B%$$%/.E

LMNOP&,?%6?A-".?#:*&B4?$!#-&B>!/5-*& !"#$%%"*&D!"$?/5*&Q!/6&$!/!5-$-/#*&2!#?%/!4

7!"9.*&2!#3"!4&'/54!/6*&J?464?D-

)44&RSTEUV&,4%5. &)44&RSTEUV&,4%5&C%.#. &RSTEUV

)44&6-C!"#$-/#. &)BB-..?,?4?#:&.#!#-$-/#&+%%9?-.

CB/126

126



 !!"#$%&'%&"()"*+*(!*,!'"-%.'/"&0'"12'%"3$+'/%4'%&"5(#'%#'

+6789"':#'2&";0'/'"$&0'/;()'")&*&'.

<"=/$;%"#$2>/(?0&

CB/127

127



Wildlife

Thisarticle is more than 1year old

Fears Natural England may lose powers amid row with Dartmoor farmers

Tory MPs call for ministers, not watchdog, to make decisions on sites
of special scientific interest

Helena Horton Environment reporter

Mon 24 Apr 2023 11.57 BST

Senior Conservative MPs have suggested the nature watchdog Natural England should be stripped of powers in an overhaul of
how it manages England's best wildlife sites, after complaints from landowners.

Wildlife experts have said it is "outrageous" that sites of special scientific interest (SSSIs), which are some of the most important
areas for nature in the country, could be "determined by politics rather than science".

Devon Tory MPs and farmers on Dartmoor have been embroiled in a row with Natural England over its management of the SSSIs

on the moor. The watchdog has said taxpayer-funded nature-friendly farming payments could be stripped from farmers who are
causing SSSIs to be damaged by overgrazing. It has recommended farmers reduce their sheep stocks.

The Country Land and Business Association (CLA), which represents rural landowners, told the governmentit was "losing
confidence" in Natural England after it threatened to take away the payments from landowners in charge of failing SSSIs.

The Tory MP Sir Geoffrey Cox has called for an inquiry, saying "we need to look again at the arm's length agencies".

The farming minister Mark Spencer has agreed to hold an inquiry into how Natural England is managing SSSIs on Dartmoor.

During a debate in parliament last week, he said: "I pay tribute to [Cox] for the work that he has done on his plan for us to
undertake, as soon as possible, an independent evidence review covering the ecological condition of designated sites on
Dartmoor. I subscribe to his view. The plan is worthy of support, and I, alongside the department, will work with him, Natural

England and those representatives to undertake that independent review."

The former environment secretary George Eustice suggested Natural England's powers could be weakened now the UK had left
the EU. "I looked at arm's length body reform during my tenure at Defra, and the truth is that the structure we have was designed
for an EU era," he said. "Many of these agencies were given powers to, effectively, implement EU law directly, and they were

specifically designed to bypass democratic structures.

"It is not sensible for Natural England to have to make the decisions on SSSIs. Instead, ministers should take such decisions,

having taken advice from Natural England and others, which would restore accountability."

There are fears that this could have wider implications in cases where the financial interestsof landownersmay clash with

Natural England's advice for good management of SSSIs. Some fear that if ministers are in control of management they could
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A SIGHT FOR SORE

SSSIsSSSIs
BACKGROUND

longer possible to produce a UK overview of the

system except by producing four national overviews.

Most countries on Earth have networks of sites This report focuses solely on the English situation.

designated by the national government to protect That is not because Wild Justice thinks that wildlife in

wildlife. This reflects the biological reality that England is more important than that elsewhere in the

although wildlife is everywhere, some places are UK but solely because the data are more easily

richer in wildlife than others, and protecting such available and interpretable (we would argue) for

sites is an important part of a nation’s wildlife English SSSIs than for those elsewhere in the UK.

protection strategy. Also, of the nearly 7000 SSSIs (and ASSIs) across the

UK, over 4,000 are in England. All the data on
_

In the UK, a wide variety of designations exist, with
assessments of condition for English SSSIs, and

different origins in legislation and with varying levels
subdivided into individual parts of the SSSIs (called

of protection. At the core of UK wildlife protection
Units), are published online and are regularly

are those sites designated since their introduction updated. Earlier this year we pointed out to Wild

following the 1949 National Parks and Access to the
Justice supporters that they could look up their

Countryside Act as Sites of Scientific Interest (SSSIs,
nearest SSSI online and see how Natural England

and Areas of Special Scientific Interest, ASSIs, in
rated its condition. Hundreds of people investigated

Northern Ireland). It is generally accepted that SSSIs
their local SSSIs and discovered important

are a crucial wildlife designation which should designated wildlife sites of which they had been

usually prevent the destruction of those sites and completely unaware, or discovered their favourite

encourage their wildlife-friendly management.
place for a relaxing walk was one of these special

Although the name Site of Special Scientific Interest
sites.

is a bit of a mouthful, SSSIs should be just that; places
_

which are interesting and special for wildlife. SSSIs in England are notified by Natural England; the

majority selected for their biological interest, and a
_

There are nearly 7,000 SSSIs and ASSIs in the UK.
smaller number for their geological interest. The

They vary from tiny sites, not much bigger than a
Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 gave

back garden, to large upland areas of many
Natural England more power in the protection of

thousands of hectares. The protection of these
SSSIs. Now, not only are the landowners of SSSIs

special wildlife sites is fundamental to the UK’s ability
responsible for not destroying these protected sites,

to protect its wildlife. These are special places where
but they have obligations to maintain sites in good
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slightly but importantly in each UK nation. It is no
assessment and the state of SSSIs in England.

2

BACKGROUND
Most countries on Earth have networks of sites
designated by the national government to protect 
wildlife. This reflects the biological reality that 
although wildlife is everywhere, some places are
richer in wildlife than others, and protecting such 
sites is an important part of a nation’s wildlife
protection strategy. 
_

In the UK, a wide variety of designations exist, with
different origins in legislation and with varying levels
of protection. At the core of UK wildlife protection 
are those sites designated since their introduction
following the 1949 National Parks and Access to the
Countryside Act as Sites of Scientific Interest (SSSIs, 
and Areas of Special Scientific Interest, ASSIs, in 
Northern Ireland). It is generally accepted that SSSIs
are a crucial wildlife designation which should
usually prevent the destruction of those sites and
encourage their wildlife-friendly management. 
Although the name Site of Special Scientific Interest 
is a bit of a mouthful, SSSIs should be just that; places
which are interesting and special for wildlife. 
_

There are nearly 7,000 SSSIs and ASSIs in the UK. 
They vary from tiny sites, not much bigger than a
back garden, to large upland areas of many
thousands of hectares. The protection of these
special wildlife sites is fundamental to the UK’s ability
to protect its wildlife.  These are special places where
wildlife should thrive, whether they be Sphagnum-

dominated bogs home to rare dragonflies, meadows
packed with insects and wildflowers, estuaries full of
wading birds, or clear flowing rivers shimmering with
fish. SSSIs are places where nature should be doing
alright. Except, we suspect that it isn’t. 
_

Nature conservation is a devolved issue, which 
means that notifying SSSIs and ensuring their
protection has been the responsibility of national
administrations in England, Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and Wales for many years. Understandably, 
over the past 20+ years the details of how SSSIs are
notified, monitored and protected have changed
slightly but importantly in each UK nation. It is no

longer possible to produce a UK overview of the 
system except by producing four national overviews.

This report focuses solely on the English situation. 
That is not because Wild Justice thinks that wildlife in
England is more important than that elsewhere in the
UK but solely because the data are more easily
available and interpretable (we would argue) for
English SSSIs than for those elsewhere in the UK. 
Also, of the nearly 7000 SSSIs (and ASSIs) across the 
UK, over 4,000 are in England. All the data on
assessments of condition for English SSSIs, and 
subdivided into individual parts of the SSSIs (called
Units), are published online and are regularly
updated. Earlier this year we pointed out to Wild
Justice supporters that they could look up their
nearest SSSI online and see how Natural England 
rated its condition. Hundreds of people investigated
their local SSSIs and discovered important 
designated wildlife sites of which they had been 
completely unaware, or discovered their favourite 
place for a relaxing walk was one of these special
sites.
_

SSSIs in England are notified by Natural England; the 
majority selected for their biological interest, and a 
smaller number for their geological interest. The 
Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 gave
Natural England more power in the protection of
SSSIs. Now, not only are the landowners of SSSIs 
responsible for not destroying these protected sites, 
but they have obligations to maintain sites in good
condition, and improve sites that aren’t. Since the 
implementation of the act, part of Natural England’s 
job has been to keep an eye on the ‘status’ of SSSIs. 
By monitoring and assessing their condition they can
be categorised and changes in their condition can be
detected. With over 4,000 SSSIs in England, that’s a
lot of monitoring and evaluation – but it’s very
important. This work, in order to be accurate, is 
supposed to be carried out regularly. 
_

So, we thought we’d look into it. We want to know
the true current status of our SSSIs, so we submitted
a data request to Natural England. The following
report summarises our findings on the state of SSSI
assessment and the state of SSSIs in England. 

A SIGHT FOR SORE

SSSIs
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WHAT WE DID
Our aim was to examine the state of

wildlife in SSSIs. A fantastic amount of 

information is available online for SSSIs in

England, but these data are presented site 

by site and there are thousands of SSSIs. 

Each SSSI is made up of between 1 and 

dozens of Units, each of which has been

assessed as to its condition. A Unit’s 

condition can be classified in one of the

following ways:
_

1. Favourable

2. Unfavourable – Recovering

3. Unfavourable – No Change

4. Unfavourable – Declining

5. Part Destroyed

6. Destroyed

In April 2023, Wild Justice wrote to Natural England 

under the Environment Information Regulations 

(EIR). In our request, we asked for data on Sites of 

Special Scientific Interest in England, specifically:

_

· A list of all Biological SSSIs in England

· The county in which they are found

· Their constituent Units

· The size in hectares of each Unit

· The condition (Favourable, Unfavourable

Recovering etc) of each unit 

· The year in which each SSSI Unit’s condition

was assessed by Natural England

  _

In early May, Natural England replied to our 

request with a full set of data - an Excel 

spreadsheet with over 2 million cells (over 90,000

rows and 23 columns). The dataset contained SSSI 

Unit assessments from as long ago as 1998 - but 

overwhelmingly contained assessments from 2005

to 13 April 2023. Our data set is therefore very up-

to-date, and, inevitably, more up to date than

previous analyses of SSSI status in England.

EXCLUDED DATA:

We edited this dataset down to around 285,000

cells (15 columns and 19,000+ rows) where each 

row contained the relevant data for a single SSSI 

Unit. Some of the data were excluded from our 

analyses: 

_

GEOLOGICAL SSSIS.

We removed all the SSSI Units (around 1800) where

'Earth Heritage' was listed as the main habitat as 

these are Units of geological interest rather than

biological interest. Over three quarters of these 

sites were of Favourable status, as geological sites 

are less susceptible to degradation than biological

ones. By including these sites in our analysis this 

would make the status of SSSIs as a whole look 

better than would be reflected if we were to simply

look at biological SSSIs. Geology is important, but it

wasn't relevant to our investigation. 

_

DESTROYED SSSIS.

In our results, we removed the very small number 

of SSSI Units with ‘Destroyed’ or ‘Part Destroyed’ 

status, as these represented less than 1% of the

total units, and area covered by them. 

_

MISSING ASSESSMENTS.

A very small number of sites had incomplete data.

_

ANALYSIS:

We wanted to know how recently English SSSI Units 

have been assessed and what those assessments 

show, and so we looked at:
_

· The year each unit was last assessed by 

Natural England

· The latest status for each unit

· The area of land that all of these units

represent.
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WHAT WE FOUND
This graph shows the last year in which SSSI Units were assessed (by area) period. Such analogies are apt – the assessment system for SSSI condition in

not the area assessed in each year. The low columns in 2000-2007 do not England is failing to keep tabs on most of the SSSI area in the country. To be
mean that few SSSI Units were assessed in those years but that few SSSI Units honest, we simply do not know the condition of most of the SSSI area in

were last assessed in those years. Some, many, SSSI Units will have been England because no-one has looked for so long.
assessed in several years but they each only contribute to one year in this _

graph. To spell this out even more, the commonest year of last assessment is 2010 -

26% of SSSI by area was last assessed in 2010 (the year when an Icelandic_

By analogy, all cars over a certain age need have an annual MoT test, and a volcano erupted and closed down many international flights in Europe for
similar graph of MoT last dates ought to have very large columns in 2023 several weeks, Germany won the Eurovision Song Contest and the UK

and 2022 –
any cars occupying earlier years are not allowed to be driven on acquired a coalition government led by David Cameron). Those distant

UK roads. Similarly, if there were an obligation to have your health checked assessments are still being used by Defra in its annual reporting on current

by a doctor every five years then the last five years should have large SSSI condition – despite them being so very out of date. This is a monitoring
columns and it would be a measure of how the system was failing if there system in disrepair.
were large numbers of people without health checks over a much longer
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WHAT WE FOUND

4

This graph shows the last year in which SSSI Units were assessed (by area)
not the area assessed in each year. The low columns in 2000-2007 do not 
mean that few SSSI Units were assessed in those years but that few SSSI Units 
were last assessed in those years. Some, many, SSSI Units will have been 
assessed in several years but they each only contribute to one year in this
graph.
_

By analogy, all cars over a certain age need have an annual MoT test, and a 
similar graph of MoT last dates ought to have very large columns in 2023 
and 2022 – any cars occupying earlier years are not allowed to be driven on 
UK roads. Similarly, if there were an obligation to have your health checked 
by a doctor every five years then the last five years should have large 
columns and it would be a measure of how the system was failing if there 
were large numbers of people without health checks over a much longer 

period. Such analogies are apt – the assessment system for SSSI condition in 
England is failing to keep tabs on most of the SSSI area in the country.  To be
honest, we simply do not know the condition of most of the SSSI area in 
England because no-one has looked for so long.
_

To spell this out even more, the commonest year of last assessment is 2010 -
26% of SSSI by area was last assessed in 2010 (the year when an Icelandic 
volcano erupted and closed down many international flights in Europe for
several weeks, Germany won the Eurovision Song Contest and the UK 
acquired a coalition government led by David Cameron). Those distant 
assessments are still being used by Defra in its annual reporting on current 
SSSI condition – despite them being so very out of date. This is a monitoring 
system in disrepair.

CONSERVATIVE GOVERNMENTLABOUR GOVERNMENT

CRoW Act 

Implemented
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WHAT WE FOUND

The overall status of SSSIs (by area) breaks down as follows:

7% 7% 50% 36% 
UNFAVOURABLE UNFAVOURABLE UNFAVOURABLE FAVOURABLE

DECLINING NO CHANGE RECOVERING

UNFAVOURABLE - DECLINING

UNFAVOURABLE -NO CHANGE

UNFAVOURABLE - RECOVERING

FAVOURABLE CONDITION

Figure 3: Overall proportion of SSSI Unit areas (ha) of each

condition status

However, in Figure 4 we can PRE 2011
see the proportion of sites
classed as ‘Unfavourable -

Declining’, and ‘Unfavourable
No Change’ are higher in–

the Units that were assessed
more recently. 2011-2020
_

We can also see the area of
SSSI land classified as
‘Unfavourable –

Recovering 2021-2023and ‘Favourable’ are smaller in

those that have been more

recently assessed.

Figure 4: Proportion of SSSI Unit areas (ha) of each condition status, in three

time periods; those last assessed before 2011, those assessed between 2011

and 2020, and those assessed from 2021 – 2023.
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Figure 4: Proportion of SSSI Unit areas (ha) of each condition status, in three

time periods; those last assessed before 2011, those assessed between 2011

and 2020, and those assessed from 2021 – 2023.

WHAT WE FOUND

The overall status of SSSIs (by area) breaks down as follows: 

However, in Figure 4 we can
see the proportion of sites 
classed as ‘Unfavourable -

Declining’, and ‘Unfavourable
– No Change’ are higher in 
the Units that were assessed
more recently. 

_

We can also see the area of
SSSI land classified as
‘Unfavourable – Recovering’,

and ‘Favourable’ are smaller in 
those that have been more
recently assessed. 

Figure 3: Overall proportion of SSSI Unit areas (ha) of each

condition status

UNFAVOURABLE  

DECLINING

UNFAVOURABLE  

NO CHANGE

UNFAVOURABLE

RECOVERING
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HOW THE CONDITION ASSESSMENTS

CHANGE OVER TIME:

FAVOURABLE
PRE 2011 41%

_

In sites last assessed before 2011, 41% (by area)
was classed as ‘Favourable’ by Natural England.
For sites assessed in 2021-23 this dropped to 2011-2020 33%
27%.
_

If SSSI condition has gradually declined, this 2021-2023
only becomes apparent as sites with out-of-date 27%
assessments are slowly re-assessed.

Figure 5: Proportion of SSSI Unit areas (ha) last assessed in three time periods and

assessed as being in Favourable condition.

UNFAVOURABLE - RECOVERING

PRE 2011 55%
A similar and more pronounced difference can

be seen in SSSI Units classed as ‘Unfavourable-

Recovering’. 2011-2020 53%
_

The total SSSI land area with this classification is

55% in sites last assessed before 2011, but only 2021-202327% in sites assessed from 2021. 27%

Figure 6: Proportion of SSSI Unit areas (ha) last assessed in three time periods and

assessed as being in Unfavourable -
Recovering condition.

UNFAVOURABLE - NO CHANGE

PRE 2011 2%
When we look at SSSI Units classed as

‘Unfavourable – No Change’, the opposite
2011-2020trend can be seen. 9%

_

Only 2% of SSSI land area had this

classification in Units assessed before 2011. In 2021-2023
units assessed from 2021, this sits at 14%. 14%

Figure 7: Proportion of SSSI Unit areas (ha) last assessed in three time periods and

assessed as being in Unfavourable - No Change condition.

UNFAVOURABLE - DECLINING

PRE 2011 11%
Even more pronounced is the difference in the

proportion of SSSI land area with ‘Unfavourable’

status between years of last assessment. 2011-2020 6%
_

Only 1% of land area has this status in Units last

assessed before 2011, but in more recently 2021-2023assessed Units, the total area leaps up to 31%. 31%

Figure 8: Proportion ofSSSI Unit areas (ha) lastassessed in three timeperiodsand
assessed as being in Unfavourable -

Declining condition.
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FAVOURABLE

_

In sites last assessed before 2011, 41% (by area) 

was classed as ‘Favourable’ by Natural England. 

For sites assessed in 2021-23 this dropped to 

27%.
_

If SSSI condition has gradually declined, this 

only becomes apparent as sites with out-of-date

assessments are slowly re-assessed.
Figure 5: Proportion of SSSI Unit areas (ha) last assessed in three time periods and 

assessed as being in Favourable condition.

Figure 6: Proportion of SSSI Unit areas (ha) last assessed in three time periods and 

assessed as being in Unfavourable - Recovering condition.

UNFAVOURABLE - NO CHANGE

UNFAVOURABLE - DECLINING

Figure 7: Proportion of SSSI Unit areas (ha) last assessed in three time periods and 

assessed as being in Unfavourable - No Change condition.

Figure 8: Proportion of SSSI Unit areas (ha) last assessed in three time periods and 

assessed as being in Unfavourable - Declining condition.

When we look at SSSI Units classed as 

‘Unfavourable – No Change’, the opposite 

trend can be seen. 
_

Only 2% of SSSI land area had this 

classification in Units assessed before 2011. In 

units assessed from 2021, this sits at 14%. 

Even more pronounced is the difference in the

proportion of SSSI land area with ‘Unfavourable’ 

status between years of last assessment. 
_

Only 1% of land area has this status in Units last 

assessed before 2011, but in more recently

assessed Units, the total area leaps up to 31%. 

A similar and more pronounced difference can 

be seen in SSSI Units classed as ‘Unfavourable-

Recovering’. 
_

The total SSSI land area with this classification is 

55% in sites last assessed before 2011, but only

27% in sites assessed from 2021. 

UNFAVOURABLE - RECOVERING
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WHAT WE LEARNED
1. THE STATUS OF BIOLOGICAL

England’s data! Defra also should have been well

aware of these figures.

SSSIS IN ENGLAND IS WORSE __

THAN WE THOUGHT A decade is a long time to be left without
assessment and quite frankly gaps of this sort mean 

Our analysis reveals that the overall proportion of that we don’t really know the condition of most of

the area of SSSI in Favourable condition is only 36% our most important wildlife sites and whether they
and the proportion in Unfavourable Recovering is are doing the job required for wildlife protection.
50%. These figures are worse than the previous Reduced budgets and capacity since the arrival of a

published assessment by government in March Conservative administration (initially a Coalition

2022 which showed that 38% of SSSIs were in Government) have meant that Natural England has

Favourable condition and 51% were in done a poor job for protected sites. This is largely
Unfavourable Recovering. Defra has a target of due to budget cuts but Natural England must

95% of SSSIs being in Favourable or Unfavourable shoulder some of the blame in that it has not

Recovering condition – a target which it misses by a squealed loudly enough, not enlisted NGO support

slightly larger margin each year. Defra claims that for change and not allocated other funds to this

89% of SSSIs are in this category and that they are central role of England’s wildlife guardian and

thus 6% short of the 95% target. We claim that the regulator.
real figure is 86%, 9% short of the 95% target. _

It would be reasonable to treat those SSSI Units_

Why is this? First, we have excluded geological which were last assessed over 10 years ago, 66% of

SSSIs from this analysis
– we have looked solely at the total area, as Status Unknown in future

biological SSSIs and they are the ones in poorest assessments. We cannot have confidence that their

condition. The inclusion of geological SSSIs in outdated condition assessments are valid.

previous reports has partly obscured the true status

of biological SSSIs. Second, we believe that Natural 3. MIGHT THE STATUS OF
England is now using more realistic criteria for

assessing SSSI Unit condition and this is revealing
ENGLISH SSSIS BE EVEN WORSE

that the previous assessment methods hid the fact THAN REVEALED HERE?
that condition is declining. Third, our analysis is the
most up-to-date and is consistent with the Yes, very probably. When all the SSSI Units that

suggestion that SSSI condition is declining in have not been assessed for over a decade are

England.
assessed we believe that the situation will prove to
be even worse than it already seems. That view is_

Our analysis shows that Defra is further away from consistent with the findings in Figure 4 – more

the 95% target figure than it claims, and that the recently assessed SSSI Units are in far worse

gap between reality and target grows every year.
condition than ones that have been unassessed for

over a decade.
_

_

2. THE SSSI ASSESSMENT An entirely plausible possibility (not a worst case

PROCESS IN ENGLAND HAS
scenario by any means) is that if all SSSIs in England
were assessed in the next few years then their

FALLEN INTO DISREPAIR. condition would resemble the most recent

condition assessments made in the last three
Our Figure 2 reveals for the very first time that the
assessments of most SSSI units in England are way

calendar years. If so, only only 54% of sites by area

out of date. This, to the best of our knowledge, is
would be Favourable or Unfavourable Recovering

the first time that these data have been published
and so far from being 6% off target as Defra claim,

in this form, though Natural England must have
or 9% off target as our analysis suggests, the real

been well aware of them – they are Natural
situation could be that Defra is 41% off target – a

truly awful position.
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WHAT WE LEARNED  

1. THE STATUS OF BIOLOGICAL 

SSSIS IN ENGLAND IS WORSE 

THAN WE THOUGHT  

Our analysis reveals that the overall proportion of 
the area of SSSI in Favourable condition is only 36% 
and the proportion in Unfavourable Recovering is 
50%. These figures are worse than the previous 
published assessment by government in March 
2022 which showed that 38% of SSSIs were in 
Favourable condition and 51% were in 
Unfavourable Recovering. Defra has a target of 
95% of SSSIs being in Favourable or Unfavourable 
Recovering condition – a target which it misses by a 
slightly larger margin each year. Defra claims that 
89% of SSSIs are in this category and that they are 
thus 6% short of the 95% target. We claim that the 
real figure is 86%, 9% short of the 95% target.  

_ 

Why is this? First, we have excluded geological 
SSSIs from this analysis – we have looked solely at 
biological SSSIs and they are the ones in poorest 
condition. The inclusion of geological SSSIs in 
previous reports has partly obscured the true status 
of biological SSSIs. Second, we believe that Natural 
England is now using more realistic criteria for 
assessing SSSI Unit condition and this is revealing 
that the previous assessment methods hid the fact 
that condition is declining. Third, our analysis is the 
most up-to-date and is consistent with the 
suggestion that SSSI condition is declining in 
England. 
_ 

Our analysis shows that Defra is further away from 

the 95% target figure than it claims, and that the 
gap between reality and target grows every year. 

_ 

2. THE SSSI ASSESSMENT 

PROCESS IN ENGLAND HAS 

FALLEN INTO DISREPAIR.  

Our Figure 2 reveals for the very first time that the 
assessments of most SSSI units in England are way 
out of date. This, to the best of our knowledge, is 
the first time that these data have been published 
in this form, though Natural England must have 
been well aware of them – they are Natural 

England’s data! Defra also should have been well 
aware of these figures. 

__ 

A decade is a long time to be left without 
assessment and quite frankly gaps of this sort mean 
that we don’t really know the condition of most of 
our most important wildlife sites and whether they 
are doing the job required for wildlife protection. 
Reduced budgets and capacity since the arrival of a 
Conservative administration (initially a Coalition 
Government) have meant that Natural England has 
done a poor job for protected sites. This is largely 
due to budget cuts but Natural England must 
shoulder some of the blame in that it has not 
squealed loudly enough, not enlisted NGO support 
for change and not allocated other funds to this 
central role of England’s wildlife guardian and 
regulator.  

_ 

It would be reasonable to treat those SSSI Units 
which were last assessed over 10 years ago, 66% of 
the total area, as Status Unknown in future 
assessments. We cannot have confidence that their 
outdated condition assessments are valid.  

3. MIGHT THE STATUS OF 

ENGLISH SSSIS BE EVEN WORSE 

THAN REVEALED HERE?  

Yes, very probably. When all the SSSI Units that 
have not been assessed for over a decade are 
assessed we believe that the situation will prove to 
be even worse than it already seems. That view is 
consistent with the findings in Figure 4 – more 
recently assessed SSSI Units are in far worse 
condition than ones that have been unassessed for 
over a decade.  

_ 

An entirely plausible possibility (not a worst case 
scenario by any means) is that if all SSSIs in England 
were assessed in the next few years then their 
condition would resemble the most recent 
condition assessments made in the last three 
calendar years. If so, only only 54% of sites by area 
would be Favourable or Unfavourable Recovering 
and so far from being 6% off target as Defra claim, 
or 9% off target as our analysis suggests, the real 

situation could be that Defra is 41% off target – a 
truly awful position. 
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WHAT SHOULD

CHANGE?

WILD JUSTICE’S VIEW:

1.1.
Defra, and Natural England, should publish annual updates on the condition

of English SSSIs which in future should include information, as does this

report in Figure 2, of the assessment years of all English SSSI Units. This would

show whether the dataset was based on recent estimates.

2.2.
A rapid catch-up needs to be carried out in the next few years so that 80% of

English SSSI Units have had their condition assessed in the last 5 years
– that

would be a considerable turnaround from the present situation.

3.3.
Natural England should carry out an urgent review of the resources needed

to ensure that English SSSIs are in Favourable condition. That report must be

published at the time it is made available to government. It should be

predicated on the need for 95% of English SSSIs to be in Favourable or

Unfavourable Recovering condition by the 2030 deadline, based on 80% of

assessments being carried out in the period 2025-2029.

ILDJustice
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WHAT SHOULD 

CHANGE?  

Defra, and Natural England, should publish annual updates on the condition

of English SSSIs which in future should include information, as does this 

report in Figure 2, of the assessment years of all English SSSI Units. This would

show whether the dataset was based on recent estimates.

A rapid catch-up needs to be carried out in the next few years so that 80% of 

English SSSI Units have had their condition assessed in the last 5 years – that 

would be a considerable turnaround from the present situation.

Natural England should carry out an urgent review of the resources needed

to ensure that English SSSIs are in Favourable condition. That report must be

published at the time it is made available to government. It should be

predicated on the need for 95% of English SSSIs to be in Favourable or

Unfavourable Recovering condition by the 2030 deadline, based on 80% of

assessments being carried out in the period 2025-2029.
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WILD JUSTICE’S VIEW:
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Dartmoor: achieving a future with
thriving agriculture and thriving
nature

Dave Slater, 28 July 2023 - Biodiversity, Environment Act, Farming, Landscapes,
National Nature Reserve, Natural England, Protected sites and species, Science
and evidence, Wildlife, wildlife and farming

Image:Natural England

By Dave Slater, NE Regional Director for the South West

Since our previous blog reflecting on the condition of Dartmoor's special habitats
there has been a lot of public discourse on what should happen on Dartmoor's
sites of special scientific interest (SSSIs). There are strong feelings on all sides;
many have been expressed in the media. Some feel that radical action is needed
now to halt the decline of these precious habitats, while others feel that we should
preserve the status quo to protect local farming interests at a time of uncertainty
and rising costs. The answer, as always, is somewhere in between.
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8FKN7'G@;'R;76FG@I'u9GP';7W97N:FKP'GK':v7'NGKHF:FGK'GW'45;:LGG;wI'IR7NF59'v5uF:5:I
:v7;7'v5I'u77K'5'9G:'GW'R@u9FN'HFING@;I7'GK'Xv5:'IvG@9H'v5RR7K'GK'45;:LGG;wI

IF:7I'GW'IR7NF59'INF7K:FWFN'FK:7;7I:'x888yIz{'|v7;7'5;7'I:;GKP'W779FKPI'GK'599'IFH7I}
L5KA'v567'u77K'7~R;7II7H'FK':v7'L7HF5{'8GL7'W779':v5:';5HFN59'5N:FGK'FI'K77H7H

KGX':G'v59:':v7'H7N9FK7'GW':v7I7'R;7NFG@I'v5uF:5:I<'XvF97'G:v7;I'W779':v5:'X7'IvG@9H
R;7I7;67':v7'I:5:@I'�@G':G'R;G:7N:'9GN59'W5;LFKP'FK:7;7I:I'5:'5':FL7'GW'@KN7;:5FK:A

5KH';FIFKP'NGI:I{'|v7'5KIX7;<'5I'59X5AI<'FI'IGL7Xv7;7'FK'u7:X77K{

CB/139

139



As the government's statutory advisor on nature conservation, Natural England's
role is to provide advice on the management of SSSIs and we have a legal
responsibility to ensure management of protected sites is done in a way that leads
to 'favourable condition'. In the case of the Dartmoor commons, favourable
condition means a mosaic of habitats containing gorse, heather, bogs and other
upland plant species, that support species such as curlew and golden plover which
were once common across the South West uplands. This vegetation also protects
the peat and helps prevent carbon being released into the atmosphere, contributing
to climate change. Anyone who has walked across heather and gorse dominated
areas in the summer when they are in flower will know what a breath-taking
landscape this can be.

Image:NaturalEngland - over grazed heather and other dwarf shrubs.

These habitats rely on grazing to maintain the mixture of plant species needed, but
too much grazing at the wrong time of year can lead to a domination of grasses
and the loss of the structure that is needed for wildlife to flourish. During the winter
when grass availability is reduced sheep will browse the new growth of heather and
bilberry. This grazing pressure will, over time, lead to a sharp decline in heather
cover. The impact of sheep on heathland vegetation is further compounded by the
over dominance of purple moor-grass (Molinia) from a lack of summer grazing by
cattle and historic drainage. As purple moor-grass is unpalatable during the winter
this results in the sheep grazing being concentrated on the drier heathland habitats
further compounding the damaging impact of winter sheep grazing. In some areas
our monitoring data suggests that heather cover has reduced from 25% to 1% over
recent years. This data does, however, show that small heather shoots are present
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across much of the site - albeit in a fragile state and restoration would be possible
with the right grazing management in place.

Grazing by poniesand cattle over the summer months is the key to restoring areas
currently dominated by purple moor-grass if they can be kept from drifting off. We
know from listening to commoners and land managers on Dartmoor that when you
have stock on large open unfenced commons it is difficult to get them to do exactly
what you want. Many sheep have learnt their boundaries over generations, so
called hefted flocks (known as leering on Dartmoor). However, as habitats change
and management varies from common to common thisisdifficult to maintain and
stocking rates cannot be changed overnight.

Over the last six months or so we have done a lot
of listening - I have walked the moors with

ecologists, farmers, conservation organisations
and landowners and discussed pressure,
problems and solutions. We have listened to local
MPs concerned about their constituents and read
with interest the different views in the media.I
have been struck by just how much we all agree
on the long-term vision for Dartmoor - thriving
agriculture and thriving nature. Yet deep divisions
remain on how we get there and what steps we
need to take and when.

Following the Westminster Hall debate in April on
farming in Dartmoor, Ministers recognised the
need for an independent evidence review to look
at how these SSSIs should be managed into the
future. This is now being taken forward by Defra Images: Natural England.

who have appointed David Fursdon as its chair.
NE has always supported the idea of an evidence review - it is vital that all parties
have faith on the evidence which affects the decisions we take- some of which
have consequences for people's livelihoods. We will support the review and look
forward to its findings.

While this takes place, we have agreed to extend Higher Level Stewardship
agreements on Dartmoor, asking for some moderate removal of sheep in the winter
where this is needed to remove the risk of jeopardising the long-term recovery of
the moorland habitats. The vast majority of SSSI commons will not be asked to
reduce stock this year, although we have asked for some improved stock
management such as shepherding and other positive management such as the
cutting and maintenance of firebreaks.

Once the evidence review is complete, we will look to work together with all the
farmers and stakeholders on Dartmoor to agree a way forward. This will look to
ensure there is trust, collaboration and understanding between all the partners-so
that commoners can have some certainty on how they can plan their business and
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they are properly rewarded for the contribution they are making to the recovery of
the SSSI.

Image: Natural England.

There's a lot going on in and around Dartmoor for nature, and there is an increased
focus on our National Parks being exemplars for nature as part of the
Government's policy to ensure 30% of England is well managed for nature by
2030. We work in partnership with Devon Wildlife Trust in East Dartmoor on their
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4.1 This has been an evidence-led review. We have approached our task with
open-minds and sought to engage with, and make ourselves available to, as
manystakeholdersand interested parties as possible. We have carried out
numerous field visits, interviewed many individuals and organisations and
received 155written submissions. In doing this, we have been treated with
unfailing good humour and courtesy and many people have gone considerably
out of their way to help us. We particularly wish to record our thanks to all of the
commoners we have met, to the Dartmoor National Park Authority (DPNA), the
Dartmoor Commoners' Council (DCC), the Dartmoor Hill Farm Project and also
to NE. This review has shone a spotlight on NE's role and activities, but its
officers have been constructive and willing to answer our questions. We are
grateful to them for their help.

4.2 This process has given us a lot of insight and information, but we do have
to stress the lack of hard, empirical data in many areas. Sometimes this is
because data was either not collected in the first place or is missing. Some of it
is unreliable. So, for instance, we have been unable to determine the actual
condition of SSSIs at the point at which they were designated and we have a
very incomplete set of monitoring records for these sites. It has also proved
impossible to establish, with any degree of certainty, the total number and
breakdown of livestock grazing on the moor at any time.

4.3 In other instances, causal relationships and the impact of external
environmental factors have yet to be fully understood. We do not yet know the
full impact of climate changes that have already happened or are still to come.
As a result of environmental pollution, Dartmoor now receives as much
atmospheric nitrogen annually as some farmers use to fertilise their grass fields
(between 25 and 40 kilograms per hectare (kg/ha). This is likely to favour
nitrogen responsive plants such as Molinia over other, less-responsive, plants.
The effect of these and other factors are not yet fully quantified, but theywill
already be having a significant impact on what it is possible to achieve in terms
of ecological management and species recovery.

4.4 The impact of pests and diseases is also hard to quantify. Heather and
dwarf shrubs are attacked by the Heather Beetle and phytopthera. Dartmoor
itself is an increasingly hostile environment for mammals (including in some
cases humans) through a significant increase in tick-borne diseases such as
Red-Water Fever and Louping III. Once stock have acclimatised and achieved
resistance, it becomes difficult to move them off the moor without losing that
environmental adaption.

4.5 In this rapidly changing environment, there is a clear risk that we may be
striving to achieve historic targets for the management of protected sites that
are already unattainable, while missing emerging opportunities to achieve new
and stretching environmental benefits. We need to act urgently, but still be
cautious in recommending irreversible responses to ecological changes that we
don't yet fully understand.
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Section 3: Context

5. Geography and land use

5.1Dartmoor's exposed location on an Atlantic peninsula, reaching 2,000 feet
above sea level at its highest point, means that it hasa cool, wet and windy
climate. It is generally milder than similar but more northerly upland areas in the
rest of England and has a longer grass growing season. Its granite geology
means that much of its area has thin, acidic soil.

5.2 Dartmoor's high rainfall makes its hydrology especially significant. It has
internationally important peat blanket bogs, valley mires and wet heathland.
Peat is formed from vegetation decaying under waterlogged conditions and
hosts an abundance of plants including sphagnum mosses, cotton grasses and 
sundews. Peat bogs are also home to threatened birds such as the most
southerly breeding dunlin in Europe and support other wildlife such as
dragonflies, frogs and beetles. They are capable of storing and locking up large
quantities of carbon. However, the University of Exeter estimates that just 1% of
Dartmoor's deep peat area is healthy, peat-forming bog, with the majority
degradedby historic peat-cutting, drainage and erosion. In this state, blanket
bogs are likely to be emitting rather than storing carbon. Expensive and time-
consuming work is now going on to restore and re-wet Dartmoor's peatbogsby
blocking erosion gullies, drainage channels and peatcuttings.

5.3 Most of Devon's rivers rise in Dartmoor's blanket bogs and feed 6
reservoirs and around 20 abstraction points, from which South West Water
captures drinking water. Dartmoor is also criss-crossed by leats (man-made
watercourses) managing and diverting the flow of water over it.

5.4 The Dartmoor National Park covers an area of 95,000 hectares (ha),
roughly two-thirds the size of greater London. This includes 46,000ha of
moorland and, within that, approximately 36,000ha of registered common land.
86% of the National Park is defined as utilizable agricultural area.

5.5 There are 92 separate registered commons on Dartmoor, mostly bordering
the central high ground of the Forest of Dartmoor, which is the largest common
on the moor at 11,200ha. Most of the commons have no physicalboundaries
so, without shepherding, animals can stray freely between them.

5.6 Between 30 and 35 % of Dartmoor's farmers are estimated to be tenants.

5.7 There are 54 commons owners on Dartmoor. The largest of these is the
Duchy of Cornwall, which has owned the Forest of Dartmoor and some
adjacent commons since 1332. Other owners include private individuals and
families, the Dartmoor National Park Authority, the Ministry of Defence, Natural
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j57"Q$)0;(:"+("W$)!0++)".+(!;(-'%"!+"&'"&$%',"+("*$%!+)$/;%0"$(,"/;?'%!+.O
*)+,-.!;+(D"C;!#"0++)/$(,":)$S;(:"+(".+00+("/$(,"$(,"('C!$O'%"J/$(,

'(./+%',"@)+0"!#'"%-))+-(,;(:"0++)";("!#'"';:#!''(!#"$(,"(;('!''(!#
.'(!-);'%K"&';(:"%-**/'0'(!',"!+"$"?$)1;(:"'P!'(!"&1"!#'"-%'"+@"&'!!')"*$%!-)'%

+("#+0'"@$)0%"$(,";(&1'"/$(,5

j5I"8#)''"%*'.;'%":)$S;(:"+@".$!!/'D"%#''*"$(,"*+(;'%")'0$;(%"!#'"(+)0"+(
W$)!0++)5"8#';)",;@@')'(!":)$S;(:"#$&;!$!%".$(".+0*/'0'(!"'$.#"+!#')"C'//5

H$!!/'"*)'@')"!+"'$!"/+(:')":)$%%'%"$(,"-%'"!#';)"!+(:-'%"!+"*-//"$(,"!'$)"!#'
?':'!$!;+(5"8#'1":)$S'"!+"$"#';:#!"+@"2"!+"6.0"$(,"$)'":'(')$//1"&'!!')"!#$(

CB/154

154



 !""#$%&$%&&%'()*+$#,-./"0$1"+"&%&)-*$%*2$',"%&)*+$%*2$0%)*&%)*)*+$ &,3'&3,%//4
2)1", "$+,%  /%*25$6!""#$!%1"$&!)*7$0-.)/"$/)# $%*2$0-1"$ /-8/4$-1",$&!"

 8%,2$*)../)*+$&!"$+,%  5$9!"4$"%&$ "/"'&)1"/4$8!"*$'),'30 &%*'" $%//-87$.)&)*+
-::$ )*+/"$/"%1" $-,$ !--& $2-8*$&-$%$!")+!&$-:$;'05$< $8"//$% $+,%  " $%*2

!",. 7$ !""#$8)//$%/ -$ "/"'&)1"/4$"%&$ -0"$/-8$ ',3.$%*2$&!"),$+,%=)*+$-:
!"%&!",$%*2$28%,:$ !,3. $'%*$."$%$#%,&)'3/%,$)  3"$-*$>%,&0--,5$?-, " $%*2

#-*)" $!%1"$:-,8%,2@:%')*+$&""&!$%*2$'%*$+,%="$"A&,"0"/4$'/- "$&-$&!"$+,-3*25
9!"4$8)//$#,":","*&)%//4$ "/"'&$ 8""&$+,%  " $.3&$8)//$%/ -$"%&$%$1%,)"&4$-:$ "2+" 

%*2$,3 !" 7$.,%'("*7$ ',3.$%*2$&3:&"2$+,%  " 5

B5;$C-,$'%&&/"7$%$/-&$-:$#,-23'&)-*$ 4 &"0 $-*$>%,&0--,$%,"$.% "2$-*$#,-23')*+

 &-,"$%*)0%/ $-,$.,""2)*+$/)1" &-'(7$.3&$8"$!%1"$ ""*$:)*) !)*+$-:$:%&$%*)0%/ 
% $8"//5$9!","$%,"$!",2 $-:$D%//-8%4 $%*2$E"/&"2$D%//-8%4 $F%*2$ -0"

!)+!/%*2$'%&&/"G$&!%&$ &%4$-3&$-*$&!"$0--,$%//$4"%,$,-3*27$.3&$&!","$%,"$%/ -
 4 &"0 $.% "2$-*$',-  )*+$ &-'($8)&!$/%,+",7$0-,"$'-00",')%/7$.,""2 $%*2

!-3 )*+$&!"0$-1",@8)*&",5$6-0"$&,%2)&)-*%/$.,""2 $ 3'!$% $&!"$>"1-*$H"2$%,"
%/ -$("#&$-*$&!) $ 4 &"05$E-&!$0-2"/ $'%*$ 3##/4$%*)0%/ $:-,$'-* ",1%&)-*

+,%=)*+7$.3&$%$("4$)  3"$) $&!"$'%/1)*+$#%&&",*5$6#,)*+$'%/1)*+$'%*$."$0-,"
"'-*-0)'$%*2$*-8$#,"2-0)*%&" 7$.3&$%3&30*$'%/1)*+$ 3'(/",$!",2 $%,"
)*1%/3%./"$:-,$'-* ",1%&)-*$+,%=)*+5$$9!"4$'%*$."$&3,*"2$-3&$&-$+,%="$)*$&!"

"'-/-+)'%//4$',3')%/$#",)-2$-:$/%&"$ #,)*+$%*2$"%,/4$ 300",$8!"*$&!"$I-/)*)%$) 
%&$)& $0- &$#%/%&%./"5

B5J$C-,$ !""#7$&!","$%,"$:/-'( $-:$6'-&&) !$E/%'(@C%'"2$ !""#$%*2$?",28)'( 
-,$68%/"2%/" $&!%&$/)1"$-*$&!"$0--,$%//$4"%,7$8)&!$%*4$%1%)/%./"$)*@.4"$/%*2

.")*+$3 "2$:-,$ "#%,%&"/4$0%*%+"2$%*2$2) &)*'&$:/-'( $-:$03/"$"8" $F',-  @

.,"2$ !""#G$%*2$0-,"$'-00",')%/$.,""2 5$K"$!%1"$%/ -$ ""*$0-,"$)*&"+,%&"2

 4 &"0 $&!%&$(""#$:/-'( $-*$0--,/%*2$+,%=)*+$:-,$#%,&$-:$&!"$8)*&",$.3&$.,)*+
&!"$ !""#$)*$:-,$/%0.)*+$%*2$:/3 !$&!"0$-*$)*.4"$+,%=)*+$&-$.,)*+$&!"0$)*&-

+--2$'-*2)&)-*$.":-,"$&3##)*+$F.,""2)*+G5

B5L$M-*4$(""#)*+$-*$>%,&0--,$) $%$!)+!/4$&,%2)&)-*%/$%'&)1)&4$&!%&$+"*",%&" 

,"1"*3"$:,-0$&!"$ %/"$-:$:-%/ 5$6-0"$'-00-*", $(""#$*-*@#"2)+,""$!)//
#-*)" 7$8!)/"$-&!", $ #"')%/) "$)*$.,""2)*+$#"2)+,""$-,$&,3"$&-$&4#"$%*)0%/ 5

B5N$C%,0)*+$-*$>%,&0--,$) $"'-*-0)'%//4$"A&,"0"/4$0%,+)*%/5$>":,%$#3./) !" 
:)+3," $*%&)-*%//4$:-,$C%,0$E3 )*"  $O*'-0"$)*$P*+/%*2$F&!"$%0-3*&$8!)'!
03 &$#,-1)2"$%$,"&3,*$:-,$3*#%)2$:%0)/4$/%.-3,$%*2$&!"$:%,0",Q $-8*$'%#)&%/G5$O*

RSRT$&-$RSRR$U"  @C%1-3,"2$<,"%$FUC<G$+,%=)*+$/)1" &-'($:%,0 $."*":)&&"2$:,-0
1",4$!)+!$-3&#3&$#,)'" $F !""#$#,)'" $8","$3#$.4$RLV$-*$RSRS$&-$RSRT$%*2

'%&&/"$#,)'" $.4$TRVG7$.3&$&!"$%1",%+"$2),"'&$%+,)'3/&3,%/$)*'-0"$:-,$&!" "$:%,0 
8% $ &)//$-*/4$WRSS$:-,$&!"$4"%,5$O*'-0"$:,-0$%+,)@"*1),-*0"*&%/$%'&)1)&)" $8% 

WTR7;SS5$9!"$E% )'$M%40"*& $6'!"0"$FEM6G$'-*&,).3&"2$WRN7LSS$%*2
2)1", ):)"2$)*'-0"$W;7XSS7$+)1)*+$%$&-&%/$%1",%+"$)*'-0"$-:$WJR7XSS5$C-,$RSRR

&-$RSR;7$,"'"*&/4$#3./) !"2$:)+3," $ !-8$%$*"&$/-  $-:$WTS7JSS$:,-0$%+,)'3/&3,%/
%'&)1)&)" 5$EM6$:"//$.4$Y3 &$3*2",$%$Z3%,&",$:,-0$RSRT$&-$RSRR$&-$WTX7BSS7

2)1", ):)"2$)*'-0"$8% $W;7;SS$%*2$)*'-0"$:,-0$%+,)@"*1),-*0"*&%/$%'&)1)&)" 
,- "$ /)+!&/4$&-$WTR7XSS5$<1",%+"$&-&%/$:%,0$.3 )*"  $)*'-0"$8% $WRL7JSS7

2-8*$JTV$-*$RSRT$&-$RSRR5

CB/155

155



Table 1: Net farm business income for LFA grazing livestock farms

Net Farm Business Income 2021/2022 2022/23

Agricultural net income +£200 -£10,400

Agri-environment Payments Gross +£12,300 +£12,900 

Basic Payment +£26,400 +£19,700 

Diversified/Other +£3,900 +£3,300 

Total +£42,900 +£25,400
(see note)

Note: Total figures do not add up due to rounding

Source: National statistics Farm Business Income by Cost Centre 2022 to
2023.

7.7 For Dartmoor specifically, we have also seen the 2021 results from a small
survey carried out by the Duchy College Rural Business School, attempting to
assess the year-round cost of commoning on Dartmoor. These figures (which
included a cost for the farmer's own labour) showed an annual net loss of
£348.90 per cow and £16.90 per ewe. Similar figures have been quoted by both
commoners and NE. Mares made a small positive return of £24.70.

7.8 It would be fair to say that at present Dartmoor's farmers do not know how

they are going to make up for the loss of BPS.

8. Statutory protection of environmentally valuable sites

8.1 Together with a rich variety of wildlife, birds and insects, Dartmoor has sites
containing a wealth of nationally and internationally important environmental
features including:

·blanket bogs

·wet and dry heaths

·valley mires

·old sessile oak woodlands

8.2 The process of notifying (registering) and protecting such sites began in the
UK with the passage of the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act
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1949. This allowed sites of special scientific interest (SSSIs) to be notified to
local planning authorities.

8.3 The current statutory framework for notifying SSSIs is provided by sections
28 to 28S of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (WCA), as amended by the
Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 and the Natural Environment and
Rural Communities (NERC) Act 2006. The WCA also sets out the role and
responsibility for what is now NE to designate and manage SSSIs.

8.4 As amended, the WCA allows for directly negotiated management
agreements on SSSIs. However, NE has used agri-environment agreements
instead.

8.5 When the WCA came into force, a long process was gone through to review
existing SSSIs and either de-notify or re-notify them, often with boundary
changes. This means that the most longstanding SSSIs have gone through a
convoluted notification process.

8.6 SSSIs can be notified for their biological or geological interest - Dartmoor
has both - and they may be divided into separate management units. For
biological SSSIs, NE will look at an area such as Dartmoor with particular
landscape and ecological characteristics and notify a representative sample of
the best examples of each significant habitat, although for rarer habitats all
examples may be included. It may also select sites of particular significance for
various taxonomic groups (for example birds, dragonflies, butterflies, reptiles,
amphibians), with each group having its own set of selection guidelines.
Geological SSSIs are selected using a more restricted process, with the
intention of there being at least one example of each nationally important
geological feature notified across Britain.

8.7 When land is to be designated asa SSSI, NE must notify all interested
parties, including central government, local planning authorities, National Parks
and all 'owners and occupiers' of the land concerned. The Countryside Rights
of Way Act 2000 made it explicit that commoners with grazing rights were to be
included as 'occupiers', but the previous lack of clarity means that notification of
commoners has been inconsistent. Many commoners on Dartmoor were not
notified when SSSIs were designated on their commons. There are conflicting

legal opinions as to how significant this is for the application of the WCA on
common land and particularly how commoners should be treated as 'owners
and occupiers' for the application of the rest of the act.

8.8 As part of the notification process, NE must specify the flora, fauna, or
geological or physiographical features which make the land of special interest
and the operations NE believes are likely to damage that flora or fauna on
those features. This gives rise to Operations requiring Natural England
Consent (ORNEC), the list of operations that can only be carried out with

permission from NE. These operations can only be carried out by the 'owner or
occupier' of the land in a specified range of circumstances and will usually
require NE consent (granted routinely as part of entering into an A-E
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additional elements such as access and resources including water and carbon
storage.

Dartmoor Farming Futures (DFF). DFF grew out of the Moorland Vision as an
experimental pilot project, taking a deliberately bottom-up approach to agri-
environment scheme design. Farmers were engaged in the design, delivery
and monitoring of the environmental outcomes, using the Moorland Vision to
identify and design outcomes based on public goods found on their own
commons. DFF showed what could be achieved by empowering land managers
and has been referred to positively by many of the commoners to whom we
have spoken. However, it relied on existing HLS agreements to deliver
payments and eventually ran out of momentum as an option for both NE and
the commoners.

10.6 Both DFF and the Moorland Vision have been through several rounds of
evaluation to help inform the future A-E schemes. John Waldon produced the
Dartmoor Moorland Vision and Dartmoor Farming Futures evaluation
(https://www.dartmoor.gov.uk/living-and-working/farming/farming-futures) for the DNPA,
which has been a valuable reference source for us and is worthy of detailed
study.

10.7 The Dartmoor Commoners' Council was created under the Dartmoor
Commons Act 1985 as the outcome of a long-running debate over access,
livestock welfare and abuses of commons rights on Dartmoor. The Council isa
body elected and funded by the commoners. Its primary function is to maintain
the commons within the National Park and to promote proper standards of
livestock husbandry on them. In discharging this function, it must have regard
for the 'conservation and enhancement' of the natural beauty of the commons
including their SSSIs (to be construed as including the conservation of its flora,
fauna, ecological, archaeological and geological and physiographical features).
It must also protect the commons and render (give) assistance to any
commoner in the maintenance of his rights of common. It also has powers to
make regulations to prevent the overstocking of the commons. To discharge its
functions the Council maintains two registers: the first of grazing rights held by
those who do not intend to turn animals out to graze and the second a 'live
register' of rights held by active graziers.

10.8 There are a range of other bodies with statutory obligations relating to the
management of Dartmoor. We have received a submission from Historic
England as the government's statutory advisor on the historic environment. This
noted that, while legislation exists to prevent damage to historic monuments,
the conservation of the historic environment is mostly incentive-based and done
in collaboration with other government departments, principally Defra through
A-E schemes. Historic England believes that, when HLS agreements were first
set up on Dartmoor, they were robust on the need to deliver outcomes for the
historic environment. However, it is much less confident that agreements have
since been maintained by NE with that initial ambition in mind.
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Section 4: Commentary and findings

11. Overview

11.1 In our terms of reference, we were asked to identify examples of good
practice that could be used more widely to achieve SSSI favourable condition.
We have talked to many people on Dartmoor and also consulted with people on
Exmoor (the Graze the Moor Project), Bodmin Moor, the Yorkshire Dales and
the Cheviot Hills. We have not been able to find a legal template that can be
applied universally to ensure good governance of commons, or a set of
physical management techniques that will give good results in every situation.
Transferable examples of good practice have also been hard to identify. Few if
any Dartmoor commoners and commons associations are happy with their
current situations.

11.2 However, there are plenty of examples of good collaborative projects and
precedents for joined-up thinking going on across Dartmoor that could provide
the basis of a strategy. Dartmoor also has young people who want to engage
and develop their businesses.

11.3 From the submissions we have received, it is clear that Dartmoor
generates strong emotions and opinions. Many people value it for its
biodiversity and ecology, for others it isa gymnasium and a playground. For
some it provides a much-needed opportunity to escape from the pressures of
the modern world to recharge their mental and physical batteries. For its
commoners and hill farmers, it is their workshop, a key element of their
business plan and a core part of their cultural and family heritage.

11.4 It is also a highly contested landscape. We have received submissions
expressing equally sincerely held but entirely opposing views, some of them

accompanied by a degree of finger-pointing and blame attachment. We think
this, together with some of the very high-profile public debate, is unhelpful.
Dartmoor coversa big area and, with a degree of compromise and willingness
to adapt, it should be possible to achieve an outcome that all can live with. It
needs to function for the future as well as the past.

11.5 While some consider Dartmoor to be a wilderness, it is actually the product
of thousands of years of men and women exercising their skill and ingenuity to
make a livelihood from its apparently inhospitable environment. We believe that
this active management will continue in the future. We do not believe thata
positive outcome could be achieved by walking away and leaving Dartmoor to
its own devices.

11.6 It is also not possible to turn the clock back to an era in the pastandre-
create what Dartmoor looked like then. We face a specific set of threats and
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13.8 However, this would not be a balanced narrative if we did not observe that
at times commoners' frustrations have led to NE advisers being subjected to
unacceptable abuse and hostility. This is not excusable under any
circumstances.

14. Commonors attitudes

14.1 Dartmoor's hill farmers are tough, resilient and stubborn, with a deep
sense of their culture and heritage. They are also fated to work collaboratively
with each other, sometimes the same families over generations, because of the
commoning system and the practicalities of livestock farming on Dartmoor's
open moorland.

14.2 The progressive removal of BPS and the introduction of ELM poses real
challenges for all LFA farm businesses. The Farm Business Income figures
quoted in paragraph 7.6 illustrate why Dartmoor farmers are concerned and
uncertain about their future at this time.

14.3 Their deep knowledge of Dartmoor and skillset should make them almost
uniquely well equipped to deliver the range of public benefits that is now being
demanded from Dartmoor. However, society's expectations are increasing and
growing ever more complicated. Dartmoor's farmers need to understand the
social contract they are being offered and feel confident that it offers a viable
future for them and their families. They will need to be adaptable to meet
challenging agri-environmental targets.

14.4 NE's demand for some reductions in stocking rates as a pre-condition for
the extension of HLS agreements has struck a particularly raw nerve. Many
graziers believe they are in danger of being forced off their commons altogether
and are determined to resist this. Livestock are a key part of Dartmoor farmers'
identities as graziers and pastoralists. They are proud of their stock and of their
skills in managing them. Leared herds and flocks that are resistant to
Dartmoor's disease pressures are a valued asset and passed down from one
generation to the next. For tenant farmers, livestock are their main capital asset
and a useful way to pass on assets to their successors.

14.5 There is a real danger of a stand-off developing at this point with NE's
statutory powers being tested legally against the commoners' property rights as
graziers. This would be wasteful, counter-productive and damaging.

14.6 It should also be un-necessary. The submissions we have received
(including from NE itself) recognise the important role that grazing should play
in the management of Dartmoor. It should therefore be possible to design a
scheme, or schemes, that:
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has the support and confidence of Dartmoor's key stakeholders
·rewards commoners fairly for delivering a balanced package of public

benefits

14.7 A number of submissions have pointed to the limited contribution that
production from Dartmoor makes towards the nation's overall food supply and
calorific requirement. They suggest that Dartmoor's farmers must accept that
their primary role is to be conservation graziers and park keepers. We don't
believe they need to make this choice. Animals from Dartmoor hill farms will
continue to play an important part in the livestock supply chain, producing
pedigree or store cattle and ewes to be sold for further crossing withmore
productive but less hardy breeds (the stratified sheep production system).
Animals will also continue to be produced directly for the food chain and how
best to add value to this process is one of the key challenges facing Dartmoor's
farmers.

14.8 However, there is no reason why this traditional role can't be combined
with carrying out conservation grazing and stewarding Dartmoor to a high,
professional, standard. In future, A-E schemes will pay for achieving
challenging environmental outcomes and providing other public benefits.
Farmers everywhere are recognising that their businesses will have to alter
significantly to benefit from this. Dartmoor's farmers are no exception, but this
challenge offers opportunities as well as threats.

15. Other statutorybodies

15.1 Most of the statutory bodies that we spoke to (other than NE) expressed
concern at the way HLS has become focused almost solely on the delivery of
the Habitats Regulations and SSSI favourable condition. A-E schemes must be
able to do this while also taking account of other statutory obligations. They
must be capable of delivering a wide range of environmental and socio-
economic objectives. NE also must be more open and collaborative in the way
it engages with the other statutory bodies active on Dartmoor.

15.2 In terms of the statutory bodies themselves, we commend much of the
work that has gone on under the leadership of the DNPA. Projects like the
Moorland Vision and DFF have laid the foundations for what needs to happen
next on Dartmoor. If Dartmoor's stakeholders and commoning community could

come together to revive and deliver those initiatives, the effect would be
transformative. It could also provide invaluable learning for other English upland
areas. We are clear that DNPA has a crucial leadership and facilitation role to
play.

15.3 The other statutory body with a key role to play on Dartmoor is the
Dartmoor Commoners' Council. This hasa broad range of legal powers to carry
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potential source of funding in the future. Dartmoor's useas a military firing-
range adds significantly to the cost of re-wetting because of the need to check
for and safely dispose of un-exploded ordnance. The Ministry of Defence
should make a significant contribution to the cost of re-wetting according to the
'polluter pays' principle.

20.2 The relationship between re-wetting, achieving protected site favourable
condition and HLS roll-overs (and other A-E schemes) also needs to be
understood. Keeping commoners fully engaged in the re-wetting process is
essential but, if the required capital investment is not forthcoming, they will not
be able to meet targets to achieve SSSI favourable condition on those sites.
The impact on their farm businesses will also need to be considered.

20.3The second priority should be controlling Molinia through a combination of
active management practices as set out in this report. This should be supported
by Dartmoor-specific research into its growing habit and control, including
grazing.

20.4 We note the work going on to extend Wistman's Wood. We believe there
is potential to encourage the development of wood pasture and the growth of
more trees generally on Dartmoor, particularly along indented valleys and
gullies. This should be done as part of an agreed land use plan.

20.5 Restoring populations of heather and dwarf shrubs, especially bilberry, will
make an important contribution towards improving Dartmoor's biodiversity and
creating habitats. Over-grazing of heather and other dwarf shrubs means that
they often only survive at the pioneer (early growth) stage. More research and
monitoring are needed to understand the full range of environmental influences
at work. We see heather restoration as part of a holistic approach to Dartmoor's
recovery. Reducing Molinia and increasing the area of palatable grass on the
moor will directly reduce the grazing pressure on these ecologically important
plants.

20.6 Local initiatives to promote and restore biodiversity should be supported
and encouraged, for instance the work being done to support Marsh Fritillary
butterflies and the reintroduction of curlews.

21. Future of A-E schemes on Dartmoor

21.1 A-E schemes must deliver tangible benefits for nature. They should also
be flexible, last long enough to provide a degree of certainty for business
planning and provide sufficient reward to attract commoners into membership.

21.2 The relationship between A-E scheme prescriptions and the management
of protected sites must be made more transparent and an agreed balance
struck between the achievement of different objectives in future. On Dartmoor,
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for the current generation of HLS agreements, achievement of protected site
favourable condition has come to overshadow other objectives and
considerations of scheme delivery.

21.3 Dartmoor needs a single A-E scheme covering the whole moor to lead and
encourage strategic improvement (a whole of Dartmoor approach), or at the
very least a small number of closely integrated and co-ordinated strategic
schemes. We welcome the fact that a number of Dartmoor schemes have been 
accepted for the second round of Landscape Recovery. This is a good example
of collaborative working and helpful to building understanding of how
Landscape Recovery will work on Dartmoor. Strategic-level schemes can take 
some of the strain off schemes delivered through commons associations.
Commoners should have the option to belong to both a local scheme on their
common and to a Dartmoor-wide scheme. The possibility of introducing a
Dartmoor-wide grazing scheme should be considered (like the Verderers'
Grazing Scheme in the New Forest (https://www.verderers.org.uk/grazing-
scheme/)). Stock could be entered directly into such a scheme. Health status
and shepherding to avoid straying would be 2 possible criteria for such a
scheme. The payment would have to be sufficient to reward the work involved.

21.4 Dartmoor Farming Futures is a good example of what can be achieved
through partnership and empowerment. We believe that future schemes should
engage farmers in helping to design, police and evaluate success. It might

involve payment by results. We are aware of the Test and Trials work that looks
at this. We have had positive reactions to this from commoners, particularly if it
combines a base payment with some form of results-based reward. Our aim

should be to reward entrepreneurial behaviour and innovation.

21.5 To succeed, Dartmoor's hill farmers and commoners will need to commit to
this new way of working.

21.6 We have heard a lot about the potential environmental benefits of
encouraging the re-integration of farming operations between the home holding
and common land. Where farmers have A-E agreements on their home
holdings, there should be options to reward those who demonstrate they have
the required degree of integrated management of livestock and grazing
between inbye land and open moorland.

21.7 We need to encourage risk-taking, experimentation and innovation to
deliver good environmental outcomes and the associated public benefits. There
needs to be a 'safe space' to do this. At the moment, the consequences in
terms of loss of payments are still too severe to risk. The commoning
governance structure also doesn't encourage risk-taking. People are very
aware that they are gambling with others' money and of the need to exercise
prudence.

21.8 The capacity of commons associations to administer A-E agreements
needs to be increased and the associations helped to become more resilient.
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We also announced funded Animal Health and Welfare grants for up to £2,000
a year for farmers who keep both sheep and cattle. This will help farmers lower
costs and have healthier and more productive animals on their farms.
Producing high quality livestock for sale, as part of increasingly sustainably
managed landscapes should continue to be the foundation of Dartmoor farm

businesses.

We know this is a period of transition and that in the interim before ourfull
environmental land management is on offer we need to have support in place.
This is why we have undertaken rapid work to extend all higher-level
stewardship agreements in Dartmoor by one year. This will allow agreement
holders to plan and adapt to any future changes to management.

To help in this period we also have committed to set up a Land Use
Management Group (LUMG) which will act as a forum to build strong
relationships between farmers, landowners and commoners, and enhance open
decision making with effective governance.

All of this, plus the further steps we are taking, detailed in our full response,
illustrates our continued commitment to backing British farmers. Change on this
scale does not happen overnight and I will continue action in areas where it
matters and support farm businesses to grow and thrive.

The Rt Hon Steve Barclay MP

Secretary of State for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs
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progress to date with implementing certain recommendations, and further
actions it will take to implement the Review.

For specific details on individual recommendations, read the government
response to each Dartmoor Review recommendation
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-review-of-protected-site-
management-on-dartmoor-government-response/government-response-to-the-

independent-review-of-protected-site-management-on-dartmoor-by-recommendation).

Overview

Dartmoor has one of the largest semi-natural moorland habitats in the country.
It has the highest concentration of Scheduled Monuments in the UK and
supports a diverse ecosystem of plants and wildlife, including large areas of dry
heathland and blanket bogs.

However, the Review confirms that over recent years the relationship between
farming, nature and other impacts like climate change are not balanced on
Dartmoor. Wildlife and nature on Dartmoor are declining in a way that may
jeopardise the value that Dartmoor brings to local communities and visitors.

Farming on Dartmoor is also economically extremely marginal. Defra figures
nationally, for Farm Business Income in England, showed that in 2021 to 2022
Less-Favoured Area (LFA) grazing livestock farms benefitted from very high
output prices (sheep prices were up by 25% on 2020 to 2021 and cattle prices
by 12%), but the average direct agricultural income for these farms was still
only £200 for the year.

In developing this response, the government's focus has been on:

·supporting and encouraging collaborative relationships between Natural
England (NE) and Dartmoor's commoners and stakeholders

·giving farmers and land managers confidence in government policies, so they
can make the most of Environmental Land Management (ELM) schemes

·supporting robust strategy and governance for Dartmoor

Our short-term priorities include plans to:

·create the report's proposed Land Use Management Group (LUMG), to
strengthen partnership working and provide a longer-term governance
structure

ensure farmers on Dartmoor are supported through this transition period
through the extension of their Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) agreements
so they can plan to adapt to any future changes to management, agreed by
the proposed LUMG
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·support food production on Dartmoor through the extension of HLS

agreements and transition to Environmental Land Management (ELM)
agreements

Our longer-term priorities include plans to:

·provide tailored advice for future agri-environment schemes and agreements
on Dartmoor and support nature alongside food security

·explore innovative tools and ideas to better support farmers on Dartmoor in
delivering environmental outcomes and maintain viable upland farming
communities

The findings and recommendations in the Review were based on the agri-
environment scheme offers available at that time. In January 2024, we
published an update to the Agricultural Transition Plan 2021 to 2024

(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/agricultural-transition-plan-2021-to-2024)
which set out increases to scheme payment rates and new or amended actions
for accessing scheme funding. This announcement included a new and
improved moorland offer, which built on the actions that already exist in the
Sustainable Farming Incentive (SFI) scheme.

This government response reflects the current and new agri-environment offers

to provide an up-to-date picture.

Vision and governance
The Review makes the case that Dartmoor needs a landscape-level vision,
supported by a clear delivery strategy, to give stakeholders, 'a rallying point and
a clear sense of direction'.

It notes that Dartmoor National Park Authority's (DNPA) Partnership Plan
provides such a vision and should be fully supported by Dartmoor's commoners
and stakeholders.

The government agrees with the Review that the DNPA Partnership plan
(https://www.yourdartmoor.org/ data/assets/pdf_file/0033/436677/DNPA_partnership-
plan_jun22_FINAL_spreads-compressed.pdf) provides the strategic vision needed
to make progress on Dartmoor.

The DNPA Partnership Plan, also known as the management plan, sets out 7
themes, which describe what they want to achieve on Dartmoor, and how they
will achieve this. The themes include:

abetterresponse toclimatechange

·better for the next generation
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better for nature and natural beauty

better for cultural heritage

better for people
·better for farming and forestry

·better for business and communities

As with every protected landscape nationally, this management plan must, by
law, be reviewed every 5 years. The current DNPA Partnership plan
(https://www.yourdartmoor.org/ data/assets/pdf_file/0033/436677/DNPA_partnership-
plan jun22 FINAL spreads-compressed.pdf) runs until 2026, at which point it will
be reviewed again. The government encourages Dartmoor commoners and
stakeholders to engage with and fully support this plan. The Review endorses
the plan but notes that the plan alone is not sufficient.

The Review recommends Dartmoor stakeholder organisations and Defra Arm's
Length Bodies (ALBs) "reinforce Dartmoor's governance through the creation of
a Land Use Management Group". It recommends the group be "tasked with
developing a multi-functional land use framework and a land-use plan for
Dartmoor".

We agree with these recommendations and recognise a role for Defra to help
facilitate the implementation of a LUMG. As part of this, Defra will appoint an
independent chair who will be supported by a secretariat, provided by the DNPA
(and funded by Defra) in the day-to-day running of the group.

The group will primarily be responsible for developing a multi-functional land
use framework and land use plan for Dartmoor. It will also be responsible for
overseeing other recommendations in the government response, under the
following themes:

·Vision and governance (recommendations 3, 4 and 5)
Protected site management (recommendations 7, 8 and 9)

·Land use, ecology and biodiversity (recommendations 11, 12, 13 and 14)

Future of agri-environment schemes (recommendations 17, 19, 20, 23 and
25)

·Grazing and vegetation management (recommendations 29, 30, 31, 32 and
33)

·Rollover of HLS agreements (recommendation 36)
·Natural England's future operations on Dartmoor (recommendations 38, 39

and 41)
·Dartmoor statutory bodies (recommendation 42)

The group will run for two years. We expect the first meeting to be held no later
than autumn 2024 to help inform the next steps for future agri-environment
agreements in 2025 and to start making progress as soon as possible.
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farmers to make changes even when the right grazing regime had been
identified.

The Review recommends a number of options for grazing and vegetation
management including:

·reviewing grazing management to manage Molinia overgrowth

·supporting more cattle on the moor to help manage Molinia and land
recovered from Molinia

·de-linking ponies and cattle to financially support ponies as a native
breed/population

·recognition of 3 species grazing as a vegetation management tool across
Dartmoor

reduced stocking in winter where necessary and where adequate
shepherding has failed (except for the semi-feral Dartmoor Hill Pony)

wildfire management and mitigation for effective grazing and vegetation
management

Since the Review was published, details regarding the moorland offer were
published in January 2024 as part of the update to the Agricultural Transition
Plan 2021 to 2024 (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/agricultural-transition-

plan-2021-to-2024). The new approach was designed to address exactly the sort
of challenges identified by the Review and we thank the Review team for their
collaboration.

The Review identifies Molinia management asa top priority for Dartmoor. The
government agrees that controlling Molinia will be a crucial step towards
restoring the moor.

Within existing agreements on Dartmoor, there is flexibility for farmers and land
managers to develop management plans that will help tackle Molinia, but we
recognise we need to do more to break out of thecurrent cycle faced by
farmers and land managers.

Overgrowth of Molinia and the decline of heather populations cannot be solved
by a single intervention, but through a combination of different practices. In the
new moorland offer, there is an action to support grazing with cattle and/or
ponies. This action is in recognition of the value both cattle and ponies bring to
the moor, like creating a more varied sward structure and for effective
management of Molinia.

Aspart of this action, applicants must have a minimum percentage of their
permitted grazing livestock units per hectare (GLU/ha) as cattle or ponies,
rather than sheep. In this action, it will not be possible to have targeted cattle
and pony grazing for short periods of the year over the selected stocking
density. However, this will be explored as a potential approach from 2025
onwards.
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The Farming in Protected Landscapes (FiPL) programme provides another
option to support action on livestock straying. FiPL provides funding for grazing
management equipment, such as gates, cattle grids, and handling facilities. It
also offers bespoke or innovative grazing management opportunities, including
virtual fencing. Defra will determine whether it is appropriate to fund similar
equipment through the ELM schemes in the future.

Wildfire management and mitigation is another key aspect of grazing and
vegetation management. The government agrees that wildfire control and
prevention is a high priority on Dartmoor. Actions that will help achieve
favourable condition on sites of special scientific interest (SSSIs), re-wet
peatlands and increase water storage across the moorland have the dual
benefit of increasing the resilience of moorland to wildfires. These actions can
be funded through the ELM schemes.

In addition, Defra is exploring how to further support farmers in mitigating
wildfire risk, including through actions that maintain fire and fuel breaks on
significant high-risk habitats such as moorlands. However, wildfire mitigation
remains the land manager's responsibility.

Deer are more abundant and widespread now than at any time in the past
1,000 years. Deer negatively impact woodlands, agroforestry systems and
other treescapes, as their foraging activity can inhibit woodland regeneration
and natural colonisation. They also cause damage to agricultural crops and
result in an estimated 70,000 deer vehicle collisions in England, annually.

There is evidence to suggest that the lethal control of deer is effective, as a
measure to protect priority habitats and help manage their wider impacts.

Through Countryside Stewardship, we already pay for actions to support the
management of deer in woodlands. This year we are amending our deer
management offer to fund management across the landscape, enabling more
effective population control. This will include providing payment for deer
management on moorlands where they are having a negative impact on priority
habitats and species.

We are also increasing payment rates to better reflect the complexity of
management actions required and we will continue to offer capital items for
non-lethal control of deer, for example, through fencing.

Land use, ecology and biodiversity
Despite protected site designations (SSSI and Special Areas of Conservation)
on Dartmoor, the Review confirms the ecology and biodiversity of the landscape
has declined. Large areas of upland heathland, peat and blanket bogs are often
in poor condition because of historic peat cutting and drainage. The moor is
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drying out in many areas, affecting its ability to store carbon and regulate river
flows.

The government's role is to protect the most vulnerable and important habitats
while offering farmers the tools and support they need to deliver improvements
to the way the environment is managed.

Successful and sustained recovery of these habitats will take years, not least
because of the harsh conditions on Dartmoor, which often result in slow

vegetative growth. It will require a mixture of both short-term and long-term
interventions and will need to be effectively managed through agri-environment
schemes or local partnerships. The habitats on Dartmoor are all interconnected,
so an integrated approach is needed. Specific actions will be required to tackle
issues, like wetland restoration or Molinia management.

The government agrees with the Review that one of the top priorities for
Dartmoor is improving its hydrology and re-wetting its blanket bogs and the
government is committed to improving the conditions of all peatlands in
Dartmoor. The government will continue to fund peatland restoration beyond
2025 with ELM schemes being the main deliverymechanism.

The government recognises the importance of peatland projects being ableto
attract private finance and will continue working to help stimulate the
development of high integrity nature markets capable of scaling up private
investment for peatland restoration.

The Review draws attention to the Ministry of Defence's presence on Dartmoor
and the significant costs to the re-wetting of peatland in Dartmoor associated
with unexploded ordnance. The Review also notes the scale of military activity
in Dartmoor and the government understands that this continues to cause some
disruption to peatland restoration work. The Ministry of Defence recognises the
importance of peatland restoration activity in Dartmoor and is committed to
working with Defra and the South West Peatland Partnership to address these
barriers.

Restoration of the open stretches of upland moorland are not the only important
ecological features, but also the creation and development of wood pasture,as
the Review highlights.

Trees have far-reaching benefits for farmers, their land, and the environment.
Our ELM schemes already pay for the management of existing wood pasture
and woodland habitats.

Our schemes also pay for the creation of new wood pasture where it extends,
links, or buffers:

· existing scrub

·sites with open grown trees
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·wood pasture

·priority woodland habitats

The England Woodland Creation Offer (EWCO) pays for the creation of new
woodland, and this will transition to become part of the ELM schemes from
2026.

From 2024, ELM schemes will also pay for the establishment and management
of agro-forestry systems.

A major project is already under way to find solutions to better protect
Dartmoor's temperate rainforest in the face of climate change, air pollution and
changes in management. This is being led by Plantlife and supported by the
DNPA.

Protected site management
In the 1980s, large areas of Dartmoor's open moorland were designatedas
SSSIs and later as a Special Area of Conservation reflecting the national and
international importance of Dartmoor's moorland wildlife.

The Review concluded that farmers and land managers on Dartmoor face
several challenges when trying to understand the legal protections on their
land, the current condition of the land and crucially whether that condition is
improving or declining. They felt that information about protected sites, can be
difficult to access or understand, meaning that farmers and land managers may
not know what statea site was in when originally notified.

There is also a lack of understanding or confidence in the robustness and
scientific rigour regarding monitoring and evaluation of site condition.

The Review made a number of recommendations about protected sites,
including simplifying the legislative framework, refreshing what SSSIs are
notified for, increased monitoring of SSSI condition and better communication of
information about sites to landowners and managers.

We are committed to improving the condition of protected sites. The
Environmental Improvement Plan
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/environmental-improvement-plan) (EIP)
(January 2023), confirmed our commitment to restore 75% of SSSIs to
favourable condition by 2042. It also set 2 interim targets on protected sites that
will drive progress to that commitment and statutory species targets. The
interim targets are that by January 2028:

·all SSSIs will have an up-to-date condition assessment
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also reviewed their approach to communicating with individual agreement
holders alongside the Rural Payments Agency (RPA).

Natural England commits to working with the Review's proposed LUMG to
ensure there isa clear and common understanding about which habitats and
species are protected SSSI features, and how these features are linked and
affected by different land management practices.

Our response aims to provide legal clarity regarding any operations requiring
Natural England's consent ('ORNEC') listed on a SSSI designation, such as
grazing.

The government agrees that more clarity is needed in relation to the status of
commoners on SSSIs. Commoners are treated as 'occupiers' and do need to
gain consent for any operations requiring Natural England's consent listed on a
SSSI designation, such as grazing . This position has not been clear in the past
and, therefore, The Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (WCA, 1981) was
amended by the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 (CROW, 2000), so
that it is now clear that the term 'occupier' includes commoners.

Since Natural England was established in 2006, they have been notifying
commoners of SSSI designations. However, their predecessor organisations
have not always notified commoners of SSSI designations due to the
uncertainty of the meaning of "occupier" prior to the CroW 2000 amendment
coming into force on 30 January 2001.

Natural England, in consultation with Defra and stakeholder groups, is working
on a strategy for how best to address any gaps in notifications for older SSSI
designations. They are also assisting commoners to enter, and remain in, agri-
environment agreements, pursuant to which they are compensated for agreeing
to regulate their grazing rights.

Dartmoor's historic environment is impressive, with over 20,000 entries on the
Historic Environment Record, including 1,078 Scheduled Ancient Monuments,
making it one of the highest concentrations of Scheduled Monuments in
England. Farmers and land managers must adhere to the Ancient Monuments
and Archaeological Areas Act 1979
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/scheduled-monuments-policy-statement) in
regard to management of scheduled monuments, and where possible, improve
the management of these sites of national significance.

Future of agri-environment schemes on
Dartmoor
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include targeting our funding towards actions in places where they can have the
biggest impacts, including protecting our valued and irreplaceable cultural
heritage. CS improvements also include targeting funding in ways that are
joined up across larger areas and are designed to deliver outstanding results.

LR focuses on bringing together landowners and managers who want to take a
more large-scale, long-term approach to producing environmental and climate
goods on their land. LR projects already existing on Dartmoor are also
considering how to encourage land managers outside of their project areas to
undertake complementary actions for a whole Dartmoor approach to strategic
improvements.

The Review recommends the possibility of introducing a Dartmoor-wide grazing
scheme. This is an interesting and innovative idea. Actions that focus on
common area grazing could make a real difference to the improvement of site
condition and jointly support farming practices and the environment. However,
the delivery of a landscape level grazing scheme would need very careful
consideration.

The bespoke agreements offered through LR could allow participants to take
innovative approaches like this, that have not been possible in previous agri-
environment schemes.

Roll-over of Higher-Level Stewardship
(HLS) agreements
Environmental Stewardship agreements have shown they can help farmers
deliver improvements for nature, as part of their businesses, whilst producing
food. There are currently 24 HLS agreements on Dartmoor's moorland.

These agreements are aimed at supporting farmers, commoners, and
landowners to deliver improvements for a range of environmental outcomes,
including improving the condition of moorland SSSIs across Dartmoor.

Some of these agreements have madea positive difference to SSSI condition,
showing that in the right circumstances ELM schemes can support nature
recovery by farming businesses. Unfortunately, the condition of protected sites
covered by the majority of agreements has not improved over the lifetime of the
agreement as all parties had hoped.

The government is committed to working with agreement holders to determine
how to best support them.

We agree with the Review's recommendations that some of the ways in which
the schemes are designed and implemented have contributed to that, alongside
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changes in the landscape due to climate change, confusing advice over the
correct action to take to see improvements and the need to ensure a viable
business.

We have created an improved ELM offer which gives the tools to implement the
recommendations of the Review and allows ELM agreements to work for all
parties. New agreements will take time to agree. For that reason, we agree with
the Review that HLS extensions should move toa2 plus 3-year extension
arrangement.

Negotiations between parties will be conducted sensitively, to support
sustainable land management alongside traditional farming practices and
uphold the overall condition of protected sites.

We have written to agreement holders to set out proposals for agreeing further
annual extensions to HLS agreements going up to 2025. We will work closely
with agreement holders over the next period to help them prepare to apply for a
new CS /SFI agreement, when the time is right for them to do so. We also want
to work with agreement holders who want to agree further HLS extensions, with
a plan of action and trajectory for further improvement of SSSI site condition.

There are grant offers available for feasibility studies and implementation plans
to help support applying for a new agreement and to look at opportunities for
improvement of specific features on land. These grants identify and support
new applications for Higher Tier and are particularly relevant for those looking
to move from HLS and maximise the environmental benefit on the land in a
timely way. As identified in our Agricultural Transition Plan update
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/agricultural-transition-plan-2021-to-2024),
we are strongly committed to supporting more Higher Tier agreements in future.
By the end of 2025 to 2026, we will take forward twice the number of Higher
Tier type agreements per year than we do now.

Food production
The Review makes clear that farmers and commoners on Dartmoor are and
should continue to be food producers - which the government agrees with.
Dartmoor hill farms are an important part of the wider livestock supply chain.
Producing high quality livestock for sale, as part of increasingly sustainably
managed landscapes, should continue to be the foundation of Dartmoor farm

businesses.

The government will continue to support food production on Dartmoor and the
changes necessary for it to continue.

The Review notes the criticality of younger farmers on Dartmoor and their
desire to develop their businesses. The government agrees with this and,
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working with The Institute for Agriculture and Horticulture (TIAH), we will be
offering free membership of the institute for a year to all young (up to 40 years
old) farmers on Dartmoor. Membership of TIAH is a great way for all those
working in agriculture to develop their skills, access quality training resources
and develop their careers.

As well as the expanded SFI and range of grants, we are providing measures to
improve animal health and welfare. These offer up to £2,000 a year for farmers
who keep both sheep and cattle. The programmes will help farmers lower costs
and have healthier and more productive animals on their farms. These
programmes are well suited to Dartmoor and the government will focus
promotion and engagement activity of them across Dartmoor over the next 18

months.

There are 2 small abattoirs that are important for the farms on Dartmoor. The
£4 million Smaller Abattoir Fund is now open and eligible smaller abattoir
business owners across England, including the Dartmoor area, have been
invited to apply for funding.

Following a recentconsultation, we are planning to lay legislation to establish a
mandatory carcase classification and price reporting scheme for sheep
slaughtered on a deadweight basis. This will help ensure that producers receive
information on the classification of their livestock and that are they are paid for
their animals in a fair and transparent manner. In addition, sheep farmers will be
able to use the grading information provided to target market preference and
improve productivity.

Communication
Until recently, Natural England has not been successful in building and
maintaining trusted relationships with many farmers on Dartmoor. Agreement
holders have reported receiving poor levels of support, advice, and
communication.

The government recognises the importance of clear and consistent
communications between Defra and Defra Group organisations with individual
commoners on Dartmoor and is taking an active role to fix this.

At the Oxford Farming Conference earlier this year, the SoS committed to
reviewing interactions between Defra group organisations and farmers. Defra
has initiated a project focused on improving relationships between farmers and
all parts of Defra group, including but not limited to Natural England, aiming to
reduce any feelings of suspicion or distrust. This includes reviewing our
communications to make sure they are clear and the language and toneis
respectful. Defra is also creating new opportunities to listen to farmers about
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