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As I am sure many of you know, a good friend of the national parks, Prof. Ron 

Edwards, died a few months ago. Tributes to him have recalled the central role that 

he had played in creating stronger parks.  His panel‟s report, and the legislation that 

quite soon gave effect to many of its main recommendations, was a great advance. 

Ron chose an optimistic title for the panel‟s report, Fit for the Future.   

 

But are the parks fit for the future? That is the question I will try to answer this 

morning.  

 

In fact, I have never felt more concerned about the future of our national parks than I 

do now. Of course that may be the gloom that descends on the human soul with the 

passing years, a comforting belief that the grass was greener long ago. But even 

allowing for a personal bias, I still find it hard to be cheerful about the environment 

and about national parks. 

 

Let us look at three huge forces that will impact on our countryside, so great in their 

effect that it has been said that “the landscape of the future will be recognisable only 

to geologists”: climate change, globalised markets and social transformation. All 

these forces operate at a world scale and they reinforce each other. Governments 

are largely powerless to deal with them on their own (which gives them the let out to 

do nothing). And if governments are powerless, what can puny institutions like 

national park authorities do? 

 

Take climate change. By now there can be few people still in denial – none in this 

room I am sure. The evidence piles up and the scientists‟ warnings become ever 

more stark.  

 

But even so the idea that the environment is essentially stable is deeply ingrained. 

We find it very hard to accept the notion that the future will be wholly different from 

the past. And even if we know this in our heads, we may still find it too hard to face 

up to. 



 

What might happen to our national parks in the lifetime of say someone at school 

now? Here we face a lot of uncertainty: both because we are not yet able to predict 

future climate with complete confidence and because we have to make assumptions 

about how quickly society will respond by moving to a low carbon economy.  

 

But we can already glimpse the future – by the end of this century, the average 

temperature in the UK could be as high as 50C above what it is now. While this is 

towards the top end of the possible range of increases, there has been a disturbing 

trend towards ever-higher predictions. Projections, which were considered alarmist a 

few years ago, have now become within the range of the possible. With the rapid 

thawing of Arctic sea ice and the slightly slower melting of the Greenland ice sheet, 

the climate of the northern hemisphere will surely be very different in future. Certainly 

in Britain it will be warmer, with wetter winters, drier summers, and more frequent and 

more intense storms and rainfall. In our parks, the impacts will be complex and wide 

ranging. Everything will be affected: the natural world of wildlife, trees, water and 

soils; the historic heritage; and the economy, especially those national park 

mainstays, farming and tourism. There is too the prospect of the sea being about 

80cm higher than now by 2100 (that‟s a rise about 5 times faster than has occurred 

in the past century); and more violent storms will be driving it further inland1.  

 

So I would not bet on the heather moorlands of the South West parks, 

Northumberland or the North York Moors surviving for a hundred years – look to 

Greece to see what fire can do in a blazing hot, dry summer. Many upland 

woodlands will be under stress, with species ill adapted to the climate of, say, South 

West France: can those bryophyte rich woodlands of the Lake District for example 

survive such different conditions? Indeed woodland everywhere in our parks is likely 

to be more at risk from disease and pests, as well as drought, flood and storms.  And 

talking of storms, I would see Boscastle as an awful warning for what may happen to 

other picturesque villages in upland valleys (and there are lots of them in the parks).  

 

Our hitherto fairly gentle climate has protected Britain from large scale soil erosion, 

but - without that buffer – loss of soils will be more marked, and nowhere more so 

where slopes are steepest, as in the upland parks.  Our coastal parks, but the Broads 

especially, are at ever-greater risk from storm surges and saline intrusions that will 
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  For more information, see the UK Climate Impacts Programme web site (www.ukcip.org.uk), and 

that of ENPAA (www.nationalparks.gov.uk). 
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devastate the existing ecology. Patterns of farming that we know and love cannot 

hope to survive unaltered when the very climate, to which they are an adaptation, 

changes too. And new and not wholly welcome pressures will come from tourism that 

seeks to escape hotter cities and a torrid Mediterranean.  

 

And then there is the vulnerability of the parks in the fight back against climate 

change. They are some of the windiest places; they are often the best places to 

collect and store water; and sources of tidal power lie near several parks. Tapping 

this potential will make an impact (even if large scale wind farms are excluded).  

 

In short, our national parks will be in the front line of climate change and society‟s 

response to it.  

 

The second force that will change our national parks is that of globalisation, and its 

most obvious manifestation, globalised markets. We see this in green beans from 

Kenya in Tescos; it‟s the £2 chicken reared in Thailand or Brazil; it‟s rich Russians 

buying up tracts of our countryside. Further afield, it‟s the switch over by millions of 

Chinese and Indians from a healthy, rice-based diet to one like ours: high in the 

consumption of cereals and meat; it‟s George Bush pushing for US energy security 

by going into bio-ethanol from Latin America; and it‟s a world in which news travels 

instantly, even from the bolted-down streets of Rangoon.   

 

The trend to global markets is something which all western governments support, 

including the EU – or are they all in thrall to it? Of course, there will be guerrilla 

resistance to some aspects of the trend: the slow food movement for example, or the 

welcome growth in the marketing and buying of local foods. But even if these counter 

movements were to become mainstream in the UK  - which, sadly, I doubt - the 

forces of globalisation will surely march across the rest of the world, and we cannot 

be immune from its effects.  

 

These reach deep into our parks. Take, for example, rising grain costs around the 

world. This has occurred partly because of increased demand in China and India, 

partly because of climate change affecting output, and partly because land is going 

out of agriculture and into bio-fuels. So the costs of animal feed are going up 

everywhere, putting more pressure on farmers, even in the national parks. 

 



Ever since the war, we have increased crop yields by the use of fertilisers, pesticides 

and herbicides, and as a consequences have enjoyed, for a number of years, the 

prospect of food surpluses in Western Europe.  But that was a brief interlude. Already 

set aside is on its way out and there is renewed talk of using GMOs to raise 

productivity. An expert in agricultural trade2 has predicted that farmers in the UK will 

be challenged to double output in the next 40 years. Add to this, the phasing out of 

CAP support payments. I believe that, in response, many farmers will forego agri-

environmental grants in favour of maximising production.  

 

The precise impact of this on our national parks is unclear, and in any case we 

should not assume that all farming in the parks is governed by the same economics.  

But it is very likely that the pressures will be on farms in areas like Exmoor, the North 

York Moors, the Broads and (who knows?) the South Downs to intensify cereal 

production – and generally drier summers may accelerate the trend. I cannot think 

that our landscapes or wildlife will benefit from this.  

 

But what of land that cannot be used for cereals, because it is too steep or too wet – 

in our uplands? How can livestock production survive if – for example - the EU opens 

up beef markets more generously to Brazil? And how long will EU taxpayers be 

willing to support hill farming for environmental and social purposes? The threats 

behind such questions are with us now – farm incomes are falling in the LFA, the 

average age of farmers is rising and farms are being amalgamated to make more 

economic units.  In all honesty, the future for much upland farming in its present form, 

and for the landscapes that it has created, look bleak indeed.  

 

The third force is the least easy to pin down, but no less important for that. For we 

can be sure that social structures and patterns will change greatly in the years 

ahead. Already we can see that society is becoming more diverse, less unified, more 

individualistic and less deferential than it was only 20 years ago. Lifestyles are quite 

different too. The ease and frequency of travel, the emergence of a global culture of 

entertainment and the impact of the internet mean a generation is coming to the fore 

that has very different experiences and expectations from that which it will replace.  
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What does this mean for the parks? I don‟t think there is any single message we can 

take but there seem to me to be some real dangers around. The appeal of the 

national parks is that they stand at the end, so to speak, of a spectrum of 

experiences – beginning maybe with watching birds in the back garden or walking in 

the local park, and then moving progressively along that spectrum towards places 

where we are closer to nature, which we only find when we walk over beautiful hills 

or look across the great vistas of our wilder landscapes. That journey begins with a 

wish to get away from the artificial world. What can you do though if a child‟s most 

intense experience is to be found in the virtual world of the internet? 

 

The parks are vulnerable too because our consumer-dominated society demands 

easy satisfaction with minimal effort. It places great value on things like money, 

celebrity, fashion – and less on more enduring and deeper experiences, such as one 

can find from a week‟s walking through hill country.  

 

Now that sounds very reactionary and indeed stuffy, and of course millions still do 

value what the parks offer.  But we urgently need to invest as a society in educating 

children, in a hands-on, practical way, about the enduring values of the natural world. 

And that means seeing the national parks as - among other things – outdoor 

classrooms for the nation. We are not making enough of that connection.  

 

Also, the national parks of Britain have to compete with places around the world in 

terms of the attractions that they offer people, young people especially. When looked 

at in this way, they are (dare I say it?) pretty tame by comparison with the national 

parks of many other countries. Of course, I accept that our national parks are lived-in 

working landscapes, or “protected landscapes” in the international jargon, and should 

not be judged against the likes of Yellowstone National Park.  But the wild places 

within our parks are now so much less wild than they were, and so much less wild 

than can be found in parks in other parts of the world, even nearby in Europe, that 

they no longer provide that challenge to our citizens – young people especially - that 

the founding fathers had in mind.  

 

So you see, I am not feeling full of optimism about our national parks. And I have not 

even touched on current government policy on planning, its obsession with economic 

growth and its ambivalence about heritage values – the subject of another whole 

lecture surely?  

 



In brief, the parks face huge threats and perhaps even the end of the love affair with 

the nation. It is this that leads me to suggest that the time has come to think anew 

about the place of the parks in our national life – not only as places that connect us to 

the best of the past, but more now as places that could show us the way to a better 

future; not only as places that we conserve, but more now as places that we should 

help create. But to do that, we need to give up three long established ideas:  

 

¶ The assumption that we should struggle to keep the traditional landscapes of 

all parts of our parks, even if this is not economic over the long term;  

¶ The view of parks in 1949 terms, as „landscape plus access‟ (thereby ignoring 

other natural resources); and  

¶ The view that, by working through local communities, we can find answers to 

all the problems that face the parks.  

 

To question these articles of faith among the national park world in such blunt terms 

may sound like heresy, so I hope that you won‟t close your ears to what follows! 

 

Some twelve years ago, I wrote a chapter3 for the National Trust in a book 

commemorating its first 100 years, and looked forward towards the next century. I 

asked at what stage would subsidised farming, in the Lake District particularly, 

become museum farming, and criticised “well meaning attempts to support [hill 

farming] which will ultimately collapse because they seek to prop up systems for 

which there is less and less social and economic justification” (ibid, page 50).  The 

then Director General of the Trust asked me to remove this dangerous line of 

argument, but it survived – and the question is even more pertinent now. 

 

For the Trust, the issue has now become acute. They estimate that most of their 

Lake District farms will be making a loss in 5 years time4. As this happens, there is 

less and less reason to keep livestock and graze the land; de-coupled payments 

accelerate the process.  

 

This is a very difficult area. We are not talking just about landscapes, but about 

people, livelihoods, culture and traditions. To question the long-term viability of the 
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upland farm economy, and thus the community that it supports, is to venture onto 

terrain where few politicians will dare go. Nowhere is that more the case than here in 

the heartland of Wales. But we have to think the unthinkable, because the pressures 

of the global market and of climate change will be so all extensive and ultimately 

irresistible that we do not serve the upland farming community best by implying that 

open-ended support might yet be secured.  

 

The way things are going now, we can foresee a future that few of us would 

welcome: the near complete erosion of the community life that we value in the parks, 

and a landscape increasingly dominated by a contrast between intensively farmed 

areas growing cereals and the hills run more and more as ranches – or acquired for 

hobby farming by wealthy individuals from around the world (you can see this 

happening in parts of lowland Britain now).  A landscape in which nature is more 

degraded than now, and one which is subject to new dangers, like soil erosion, flood 

and sea incursions. Altogether, parks that are less attractive and less worthy of 

support.  To avoid this, we need to change direction and follow policies that better 

correspond to economic, social and environmental reality.  

 

An alternative scenario would look very different.  In this, there will certainly still be an 

important place for farming, in a form with which we are broadly familiar. Where the 

terrain, soil, climate and market access allow it, and the entrepreneurial energy 

exists, traditional farming should be encouraged to re-group, so to speak. This will 

require the careful amalgamation of farms aimed at creating more competitive units; 

adding value to farm produce by – for example - promoting locally-branded foods or 

organic produce; and some diversification.  Already, of course, this is happening in 

many places, and it is to be welcomed and supported, because it is a way of 

marrying tradition to modern needs. 

 

But this solution cannot work everywhere. Rather than supporting marginal farming 

systems, much of the future upland economy should be based on delivering a range 

of environmental services (I wish I could find a better phrase) for the nation as a 

whole. There should be both public support and a real market for these. Take, for 

example, the vital role that our upland parks can perform for society in capturing 

carbon and storing it in peaty soils: already a carbon market is emerging that could 

be made to pay for such services. It‟s a reasonable guess too that up-stream water 

management that reduces flood risk will also be a service that society (or even 

insurance companies?) will pay for in future. In an ever more crowded land – 70 



million perhaps living in our island within 25 years - these extensive upland areas will 

become of growing value as refuges for nature. And the contribution that the uplands 

can make to the health and education of future generations is one society should 

also be ready to pay for, if we can make the case. 

 

What would such a landscape look like? Most obviously, broadleaf woodland will be 

much more dominant. Trees are generally good for all sorts of reasons – water 

capture and regulation, biodiversity conservation, soil protection, carbon 

management and as a renewable energy source, as well shielding development and 

buffering recreation intrusive activities. But it will not be the wall-to-wall forest we 

inherited from the first two thirds of the twentieth century, but partly open and often 

grazed, though grazing will be mainly for purposes other than supporting farm 

incomes. Tough breeds of cattle, sheep and ponies should be used to graze lightly 

the fells and woodlands, and help to maintain a diverse habitat; in other places, deer 

will do the job. Many artificial upland drainage systems should go, with water being 

held in re-wetted upland catchments for as long as possible, not removed as fast as 

can be with all the downstream consequences.  

 

What about parks, and parts of parks, that are not uplands? The pressure for more 

intensive farming will need to be resisted where it will be particularly damaging, but in 

general the same principle should apply – use the parks more for their ability to 

conserve natural resources, accommodate to the effects of climate change and re-

discover a national purpose. So, for example, the Broads of the future could be a 

fascinating and wildlife-rich landscape of tidal marshes, creeks and lagoons; the two 

parts of the New Forest, now divided by the A31, could be reunited by building 

lengthy eco-tunnels (as the Dutch do) to allow the free flow of wildlife and people 

across the road; and the South Downs could be re-shaped mainly as a landscape of 

grasslands, scrub woodlands and semi-wild country in the crowded South East.  

 

Let us be clear, this is not a romantic view about “re-wilding” but a functional one. 

The key point is that while the immediate beneficiaries will be nature conservation 

and low intensity recreation, the parks will once again be performing a national role. 

A new, more robust landscape will emerge, capable of adapting better to climate 

change and of serving the needs of a low carbon economy.  

 

And, because it would be a wilder landscape in many parts, it would offer more space 

for nature and a more challenging physical environment to young people especially 



than the parks can offer now. Places in which the visitor is welcome but not every 

creature comfort is catered for, and not everything passes muster with Health and 

Safety.  

 

It would also be a landscape that can offer much more by way of education – not only 

about heritage, farming and nature as now, but also as an outdoor class room to 

show what climate change means and how we can adapt to it. It will not be the 

landscape that we have been privileged to inherit from the past, but one designed to 

meet the needs of the future. Even so, if we get it right, this new landscape should be 

as highly valued by our children‟s children as we value what we have now.  

 

To bring about such change will be difficult, and will be strongly opposed by many 

local interests. And here I add to your sense of horror by repeating the politically 

incorrect observation that the current commitment to putting local community views 

first – the very theme of this conference – will make it more difficult to bring about the 

necessary changes. Of course there is a huge fund of knowledge within local 

communities about the parks and the issues that they face, and of course no lasting 

change can be brought about in the teeth of local opposition; and yet I would bet that 

everyone here has encountered the innate conservatism (small “c”!) that comes 

when local groups are asked for their views about any change - let alone large scale, 

dramatic change for which there is no precedent. It is indeed only natural that local 

people tend to resist change, and I too would be tempted to man the barricades if I 

thought I saw a threat to my own local patch. But if the challenge that lies ahead is as 

big as I think it is, I doubt if the sum of local views will be up to the task. So a major 

effort in education and political leadership will be required if the communities in our 

national parks are to be helped to cope constructively rather than defensively with the 

threats and pressures that I have outlined. 

 

If all this sounds rather abstract, let me assure you that it can be done – and indeed 

is beginning to be done. So before I close, I would like to talk briefly about two 

projects that illustrate what I am talking about.  

 

The first is Ennerdale5, a valley of nearly 5000 hectares in the far north west of the 

Lake District. Three large landowners, the Forestry Commission, the National Trust 

and United Utilities, have come together, with support from Natural England, in a 
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project that aims "to allow the evolution of Ennerdale as a wild valley for the benefit 

of people, by relying more on natural processes to shape its landscape and ecology". 

The upper part of the valley is as rugged and remote an area as you will find in any 

national park; the lower part is more pastoral with woodlands and farmland.  

 

The project is not about abandoning Ennerdale but about managing it at a lower level 

of human intervention. This involves working with natural processes, such as 

vegetation succession, river dynamics, weathering of rocks, soil erosion and 

woodland regeneration, and with the special qualities of the valley. While some 

sheep remain, the main animals that now graze the area are Galloway Cattle and 

deer. The River Liza is being allowed to flow uninterrupted in its short, steep journey 

from Great Gable to Ennerdale Water – perhaps the nearest thing we have to a wild 

river in England. People are welcome, but cars are discouraged (there are two youth 

hostels in the valley); and education is a key purpose of management.  

 

Wild Ennerdale does not turn its back on the area‟s history and archaeology, but it 

does represent a new stage in the evolution of the landscape. In the words of the 

project web site, it is fast becoming “a great place to explore and enjoy a sense of 

wildness away from the trappings of today's modern society”. 

 

The other project is the National Trust‟s Wallington Estate, slightly bigger than 

Ennerdale6. It is just outside the Northumberland National Park, with whose 

landscape it has many similarities.  

 

The Wallington estate includes arable farmland along the River Wansbeck, as well as 

poorer upland grazing, forestry and moorland. It also contains a large area of peaty 

soils, a habitat which stores much carbon.  The Trust is making plans to trial its first 

estate-wide carbon stewardship project at Wallington. It aims to identify the estate‟s 

carbon balance and then to manage this so that a net carbon balance is achieved by 

2013, and thereafter kept in the black. This will need an estate-wide approach, 

addressing the mansion house, farm shop and estate land and buildings, and involve 

farming and domestic tenants, staff, volunteers and visitors. The aim will be to reduce 

the use of fossil fuels, achieve energy efficiency, maximise the use of renewable 

energy and change land management practices. The project will be delivered in 
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partnership with the tenant community, and regional partners. Once again, education 

will be a key element. 

 

Through projects like Ennerdale and Wallington, we could re-establish the value of 

the parks to society, and show how to manage land and other resources under 

pressure from climate change and globalisation.  

 

I began this talk with a heavy load of pessimism. I remain deeply concerned about 

our parks and believe strongly that we have to ditch some comforting views about 

them if they are to have the future that they deserve. There is though cause for hope 

in the examples that I have given - and indeed many others are thinking along these 

lines, not only the National Trust but also the RSPB, ANPA and Wildlife Trusts7.  

 

But the most forward thinking views about our national parks have nearly always 

come from the voluntary sector. So I hope that you will feel that the vision for the 

parks in this century that I have sketched out is one that you can identify with, and 

help develop and then realise. To use the key word in the title of this conference, this 

could indeed be an inspiring thing for the voluntary sector to do. 
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