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We in the conservation movement are very good at telling other people how much they need 
to change their practices to protect nature: 
 

 we tell fishers that they need to stop all sorts of practices like bottom trawling, scallop 
dredging, sand eel fishing and salmon farming, 

 we tell farmers that they need to stop using pesticides and contaminating our 
countryside and waters with excess nutrients from fertilisers and manures, 

 we tell the water industry to stop using our rivers and sea as open sewers, 

 we tell foresters to stop blanketing large parts of the UK with monocultures of alien 
conifer species, and 

 we want dog walkers to stop their pets disturbing ‘our’ wildlife. 
 
All of this, and much more, is needed, desperately needed. But do we ever wonder if 
conservation needs to change, if we are now part of the same set of problems? 
 
Conservation professionalised in the second half of the twentieth century spurred by the 
National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act of 1949 
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Geo6/12-13-14/97. We developed a suite of practices 
aimed at combating what were the dominant threats of the day: poisoning of wildlife with 
pesticides, as written about by Rachel Carson in her momentous 1962 book Silent Spring; 
direct loss of High Nature Value land to uses that destroyed wildlife; and neglect and 
abandonment of sensitive wildlife sites, which can have a similar result to direct destruction, 
just over a longer period. 
 
We can score some successes. We have secured a basic resource of High Nature Value 
areas (our Sites of Special Scientific Interest) which in theory - and frequently in practice - 
are protected from both direct destruction and neglect: this covers around 7% of the UK. 
Despite all the undoubted pressures they are facing, populations of species like Nightjar, 
Woodlark and Dartford Warbler, birds that there was genuine concern for when I entered the 
profession, now look secure and are increasing. Either by their own endeavours, such as 
Little Egret, or with a little help from their friends, such as Red Kite, some species are 
spreading and claiming new territory. And yet, as shown in State of Nature reports in the UK 
https://naturalengland.blog.gov.uk/2023/09/29/state-of-nature/ and the Living Planet Index 
globally https://livingplanet.panda.org/en-GB/, every time we stand back and look at the 
bigger picture the situation has got worse and the pace of decline is showing no sign of 
slacking. Why is that when we put so much effort into conserving wild nature? 
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Despite our best endeavours, many of the forces of nature destruction are still rampant and 
poorly constrained by government regulation. I contend though that part of the problem is 
that we, in the conservation movement, are still fighting twentieth century battles; seeking to 
protect every last Water Vole, or intervene in every perceived bit of damage to the existing 
fabric of our countryside. In a resource constrained world, every decision to deploy 
resources is a decision not to do something else. If we choose to sweat the small stuff we 
will never find the resources to grasp some of the huge opportunities now in front of us to 
allow nature to recover. 
 
So, what are those opportunities? We need to start by acknowledging that the major land 
use in England is agriculture (about 70% of the land area) and that industrial agriculture 
(farming with manufactured pesticides and fertilisers) practiced over such a large proportion 
of the country has been the dominant cause of biodiversity declines in the UK. A large 
proportion of English farms are facing a bleak financial future without the automatic subsidy 
previously voted to farmers by the European Union. Successive UK governments, of both 
parties, thus far have advocated a post Brexit ‘agricultural transition’: ring-fencing this 
subsidy money and repurposing it to pay farmers for doing positive things for the 
environment and biodiversity: ‘public money for public goods’. It has taken far longer to roll 
out this new regime than anyone hoped and that is an understandable cause of frustration to 
farmers, but it is happening.   
 
Ten years ago, the conservation movement would have settled without question for a deal 
that removed the subsidies that maintained industrial farming and redirected that money to 
helping farmers manage their land in a more sensitive way. This is not a trivial budget – over 
£1 bn a year. But it gets better. 
 
My experience is that this change is prompting some farmers and landowners to question 
what for decades has been the essentially unchallenged cultural purpose of agriculture – to 
produce ever more food to ‘feed the world’. That purpose originated in the very bleak days of 
food rationing in WWII (‘Dig for Victory’) and was further boosted by government policy 
subsequently (Food from Our Own Resources). It has been the justification for the 
dominance of industrial agricultural practices despite the need for us to produce more food 
having passed decades ago when we were having to deal with ‘milk lakes’ and ‘butter 
mountains’. And, despite the protestations of advocates of industrial agriculture, that is still 
the situation today.  If we were in any way short of food we would not be fermenting grain to 
turn it into road transport fuel, growing maize for biodigesters to produce methane to feed 
the national gas grid or feeding cattle with grain - a hugely biologically inefficient practice - to 
produce cheap beef and milk; all practices that the industrial agriculture lobby have actively 
campaigned for. We are not short of food. We import food, as we have been doing since the 
Iron Age, but the dominant reason for that now is lower land and labour prices abroad 
making imported produce more price-competitive. If we wish to support British farmers, as I 
contend we should, then that is a choice that we can all make as consumers. 
 
So, the big prize is no longer just seeking to repurpose the subsidy system to support 
wildlife-friendly land management. Now we are advocating a new vision for the English 
countryside: a new societal purpose for landownership, farmers and land managers. A 
purpose that embraces the concepts of sustainability and ecological restoration. Historically 
the small budgets that we had to spend on ‘environment’ frequently had to be used to 
counter the effects of the much bigger funding that maintained the damaging status quo. 
How much more enlightened if all the government ‘levers’ were aligned to help farmers 
improve the environment that they are custodians of. It is important to acknowledge that the 
UK government has had the courage to face down the industrial agriculture lobby and 
instigate the agricultural transition with the associated reallocation of public money for public 
goods. 
 



This work started in Dorset many years ago and is now visibly bearing fruit. I’ve listed below 
a few examples of the things that are being worked on or have already been delivered: 
 
Natural England with our Local Planning Authorities have pioneered mechanisms to require 
developers to deal with the environmentally negative consequences of their developments. 
Called ‘strategic solutions’ these requirements are making tens of millions of pounds 
available for conservation work. Projects like the expansion of Upton Country Park and much 
more have been made possible by these mechanisms 
https://bcpprojects.net/upton/#:~:text=Upton%20Country%20Park%20has%20grown,the%20
Park's%20shoreline%20and%20woodlands. 
 
Forestry England have placed their Purbeck forests into their innovative Wild Core 
programme and are now repurposing these forests so that nature restoration and public 
access are far more prominent purposes when planning the future of the forests 
https://dorset-nl.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Forest-Wilding-Mark-Warn-28-11-24.pdf. 
 
Dorset National Landscape (the old Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty) continue to 
facilitate a series of innovative partnerships, including Wild Purbeck, that are improving 
biodiversity and ecosystem service provision from Dorset’s countryside https://dorset-
nl.org.uk/project/wild-purbeck/. 
 
The recently published National Trust ten year strategy was field tested in Purbeck. As the 
only conservation charity to own substantial areas of industrially managed farmland they are 
the ones who can lead by example, and they are. In Purbeck, they have negotiated new 
conservation focused agreements with their tenant farmers and bought additional areas of 
ex industrially farmed land, such as Weston Farm just east of St Alban’s Head, to repurpose 
for nature. The Natural Trust also took the lead in the project to bring wild Eurasian Beavers 
back to Purbeck, convincing the government to issue the first of what will hopefully be many 
licences to reintroduce this keystone species to the English countryside. This work is not just 
important for beavers and beaver conservation; the more important point about keystone 
species is that they fundamentally change how the countryside, wetlands in the case of 
beavers, functions. As their population starts to build, I look forward to seeing which other 
species benefit from their presence. 
 
RSPB grasped the opportunity of the new ‘premium’ government agri-environment scheme 
and recruited a small team of very talented project staff to see if we could utilise this at scale. 
They are now negotiating with around 30 landowners and managers in a 4,000 ha 
landscape around Wareham stretching from the northern boundary of Purbeck Heaths NNR 
over the Frome and Piddle valleys through Wareham Forest to Wild Woodbury and then 
down the river Sherford to Lytchett Fields. If it is successful the ‘Wareham Arc’ project will 
transform the wildlife in this landscape over the next 20 years 
https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/8688c3f7354c4f9c944d6f5d2d3f8697. 
 
Dorset Wildlife Trust have used strategic solution money to good effect to deliver two 
fantastic new nature reserves at Wild Woodbury 
https://www.dorsetwildlifetrust.org.uk/appeals/wild-woodbury-project and Lyscombe 
https://www.google.com/search?q=DWT+Lyscombe&rlz=1C1CHZL_enGB918GB918&oq=D
WT+lyscombe&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUqDggA collectively adding over 500 ha to Dorset’s 
nature reserves. 
 
I’m also going to mention two much smaller organisations, Birds of Poole Harbour and 
Planet Purbeck. While neither organisation owns nature reserves, they are undertaking a 
critically important task of reaching out to the wider public to explain and to sell the 
conservation work that is happening. If we succeed in our endeavours, then what we are 
doing cannot remain a minority interest hidden away on nature reserves visited only by a few 
enthusiastic naturalists. The change we now seek is all encompassing and will touch the 
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lives of most of the nation’s residents. We need a wider public support for this work and if we 
fail to win that it seems inevitable that the political support that we depend on will wither 
away.  
 

 
Planet Purbeck website (screenshot) 

 
The real jewel in the centre of this repurposing though isn’t the conservation corporates 
listed above but the private sector. There are now over 20 substantial private sector 
landowners in Dorset at various stages of this repurposing. Some of them don’t presently 
wish what they are working on to be public knowledge but two projects should be sufficient 
to illustrate what I mean. West Dorset Wilding (based at Symondsbury, with a 3,500 ha 
project to restore nature in the Brit Valley https://www.westdorsetwilding.org/) and River Allen 
Landscape Recovery https://riverallenlr.com/ have brought together collectives of 
landowners in West and East Dorset respectively to seek to pursue new visions for our 
countryside. This is NOT about stopping farming but it is about doing farming differently and 
it is recognising that, in today’s economic climate, not all of England can be farmed 
profitably. Agriculture will, inevitably now, withdraw from some areas as other land uses, 
including conservation, become more profitable options. 
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What I have described is not a series of random actions that have fortuitously coalesced. 
This is a well-coordinated conservation response to the opportunities facing us now. It is an 
evolution from the nature conservation that we practiced for many decades when the 
pressures on wildlife were unremitting to the new skill of exploiting the more recent 
opportunities to deliver nature recovery. 
 
But resources are very tight and we need to prioritise if we are to seize the prize. If we 
continue to sweat the small stuff, agonising because someone has inappropriately flailed a 
hedge, then we are not going to have the resources to deliver on the really big opportunities. 
Conservation practice needs to evolve, quickly, and I hope that Dorset Bird Club members 
can come on that journey as well.  
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