
From jewels to jobsworths
Following protests from residents in the New Forest, Roly Smith  
takes issue with the bureaucratic way national parks are now run.
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ROLY SMITH OpInIOn

W
hile we wait for a government announcement to end 
the speculation over the boundaries of a new South 
Downs national park, just across the Solent, the 
New Forest national park – the smallest and most 

densely-populated national park – is having its own problems. 
The National Park Authority published its draft National Park 

Plan and Recreation Management Strategy in August, after a 
consultation process involving 70 organisations and lasting over a 
year. Some of the provisions of the 20-year plan apparently include 
the introduction of tolls on some New Forest roads, dog-free car 
parks, and clamping down on horse owners by requiring planning 
permission to keep animals. This has enraged local people and 
protest rallies have been staged by an organisation known as the 
Forest Uprising Group (FUG), which resulted in the consultation 
period being extended. These unbecoming wranglings pose the 
inescapable question: are national parks just another unnecessary 
level of self-perpetuating local government bureaucracy –  
a ‘jobsworth’ culture imposed on the countryside?

There’s no doubt that the culture within national park authorities 
has changed since those idealistic early days of the first parks in the 
1950s. Swept into being on the tide of optimism which followed 
the election of the post-war Labour government, the first 10 parks 
were held up as shining beacons to mark the end of wartime 
austerity. Not perhaps the ‘land fit for heroes’ falsely promised 
soldiers returning from World War I, but certainly “a people’s 
charter for the open air,” as Lewis Silkin described the 1949 Act 
when he introduced it in Parliament. 

Even in the late 1980s, Conservative Secretary of State for the 
Environment Nicholas Ridley hailed them as the “jewels in the 
crown” of countryside conservation. And all this was being achieved 
despite poor funding – the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden 
was still receiving more in annual funding from the government in 
the 1980s than all the 11 national parks put together. 

Today, the 14 national parks of Britain are still the poor relations 
when it comes to government support, so they have been 
encouraged to make more money for themselves. This has been 
achieved through selling off their estates, information centres and 
franchises; sales of trinkets in their centres; and even the setting up 
of marketing departments to encourage more people to visit them.

In the old days, visitor numbers in popular parks like the Peak 
District (the second most visited national park in the world) and the 
Lake District were seen as contributing factors to serious problems 
such as congestion, pollution and erosion of footpaths. Today, 
however, encouraged by their new duty to take account of local 
interest and the importance of tourism to the local economy, the 
parks seem hell-bent on tempting more and more visitors to enjoy 
their undoubted beauty and attractions.

Time was when information staff – and even some responsible 
outdoor writers – were not allowed to mention places like Dovedale 
in the Peak District, the Pennine Way or the Lyke Wake Walk in the 
North Yorkshire Moors, for the very good reason that they were 
being overused and subject to serious erosion. That was before the 
advent of the ‘cottage industry’ of footpath restoration, which has 
been led by grant-attracting bodies such as the National Trust, and 
the introduction of management plans for all the National Trails.

So do we need any more national parks; and if so, where should 
they be? Despite the problems outlined above, I firmly believe that 
on balance, national parks are a good thing. They have blocked 
inappropriate development, pioneered sustainable land management, 
shown the value of professional rangers as a link with local people 
and the public, and – perhaps most significantly – encouraged and 
subsidised the use of public transport to get to and around the parks.

So where should the next ones be? After the long-awaited South 
Downs, the North Pennines between the Yorkshire Dales and 
Northumberland is crying out for protection. North Harris in the 
Outer Hebrides, currently threatened by wind farm developments, 
has received high-level support. And how about the Mountains of 
Mourne becoming the first national park in Northern Ireland? 

It’s been nearly two centuries since Britain saw the genesis of the 
national park idea, when William Wordsworth first suggested “a sort 
of national property, in which every man has a right and interest who 
has an eye to perceive and a heart to enjoy.” Let’s hope we can still 
lead the way during the next 200 years, with our widely-admired, 
uniquely-British compromise of lived-in protected landscapes.

Roly Smith is a writer, editor and media consultant, and spent 13 
years working and campaigning for the Peak District National Park. 
His new book, National Parks of Britain, is reviewed on p81.
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