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New entrepreneurs in 
conservation – lessons 
from South Yorkshire’s 
Dearne Valley
The separation of nature from economy leads to ‘cultural severance’ and loss of species. 
This article discusses the potential links between ecology, nature conservation and 
tourism, and presents an example of how a created conservation site has become a hub 
for economic regeneration.

IAN D ROTHERHAM

“RSPB, and their partners in projects at Old Moor and throughout the Green 
Heart Project area, help our efforts to attract investment to the area, to dispel 
prejudices and change perceptions. It is an integral part of the Dearne Valley 
Eco-vision… But more than this, Old Moor’s hundreds of hectares of habitats 
teeming with wildlife have proven hugely popular with young and old: it 
attracts 100,000 visitors a year. Families in particular enjoy the tracks and 
trails, events, guided walks and activities. The café is also a big draw and the 
meeting rooms are an important facility for local businesses.”

John Healey MP

The business of nature-based leisure and tourism
Throughout the 1990s, awareness grew of the potential for synergies between 
nature conservation and local economies. This recognition included the observation 
that countryside leisure day-visits and related tourism have large economic impacts, 
and much of this depends on nature and landscape. Furthermore, a significant 
proportion of the benefits relate to nature reserves and other protected areas. In 
1998, 24% of leisure trips were to the countryside, with hikers and ramblers making 
up 15% of tourists in England. Recreational walkers in the English countryside spent 
£6.12bn on trips, generating over £2bn income, supporting 245,000 full-time jobs. 
In 1999, countryside day-visits involved £9.2bn expenditure and amounted to 77% 
of the total countryside tourism in England. By 2003-4, the total expenditure on 
leisure day-visits was £71.1bn with £17bn spent in the English countryside per 
year. Clearly, the actual visitor profile and behaviour are important, with overnight 
stops increasing local economic benefits. Research for the National Trust1 found 
40% of tourism-based employment in target regions depended on high quality 
environments and in rural areas dependency is 60% to 70%. For Wales, £6bn of 

If we imagine a new system paying landowners to ‘bank’ carbon then there is 
logic to incentivising the planting of non-native and genetically improved crops 
and trees to bank it faster. The policy implications of ES payments could completely 
undermine the ethic of land stewardship. Given a finite budget do you pay the 
landowner who has carefully provided these services for decades? No, you target 
money to those whose activities, such as nutrient or sediment problems, pose the 
greatest problem. Perversely, this would encourage bad land management practice 
in order to maximise financial payments, and create an artificial market for pollution.

New and real products from nature
I believe that there is a real case for greater innovative economic thinking within 
nature conservation. In a world of reduced public sector and European resources 
we must explore new ways in which conserving habitats can be economically 
viable. Conservationists are rarely natural entrepreneurs – but this is a skill set we 
really need now. The days of subsidised uneconomic land management practices 
are disappearing fast. We need to find new markets for real products that can be 
produced and sold today from extensively managed wildlife-rich habitats. We need 
to professionally market these products in a way which will encourage consumers 
to pay extra for the wider services they are supporting. We need to look at ways in 
which other forms of income generation can support habitat management. 

For example, a well designed and small scale hydro electric plant could generate 
all the resources required to manage and maintain the adjoining water meadow 
complex with guaranteed income for the long term. Mechanised coppice extraction 
and conversion to biochar soil improvement products might help to solve the 
viability of traditional woodland management. A ‘fairtrade’ style approach to selling 
and marketing meat produced from flower-rich meadows could ensure the future 
of this declining habitat.

Devising new income streams is important work and there is a real danger that 
placing ridiculous £s values on non-market Ecosystem Services will undermine the 
real world economics that is so desperately needed. 

Perhaps we should strive for honest quality beef and not create a false market for 
meat pies with dubious content!     
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significant businesses in the countryside and in the urban fringe. This new 
entrepreneurship generates exciting opportunities but also creates lines of tension 
within organisations. Conservation bodies may be becoming a new breed of socially 
responsible businesses. In some cases, the individuals and even the organisations 
have not yet identified themselves with these new roles. In many cases, the new 
directions bring new responsibilities and new relevance to an organisation. In other 
examples, there can be conflicts about roles, line-management, and policy direction. 

In 2002, the UK Government’s Policy Commission on the Future of Farming and 
Food9 reported that increasingly, the country’s farming industry was becoming 
economically unviable. Therefore, with taxpayers spending £3bn per year on 
agricultural support, and farm incomes falling from £7bn in 1973 to £2bn in 2000, 
the situation was becoming critical. Furthermore, the massive adverse effects were 
accepted as devastating by both the public and by decision-makers. EU grant aid 
to the agricultural sector has changed to be more supportive to environmental and 
economic needs. Yet this is still a contentious subject and farming’s share of the 
UK National economy has fallen to around 0.9%; the food sector as a whole being 
worth around 8% GDP.10 The broader environmental and development issues were 
set down some time ago, in landmark publications such as Biodiversity: the UK 
Strategy11 and Sustainable Development: the UK Strategy14, and later revisions. 

The growth of wildlife and heritage tourism
Many pure tourism studies ignore potential importance of local visitors and 
regional day visitors to attractions such as nature reserves or country parks. But 

GDP depends directly on the environment. In the early 2000s, the National Trust in 
Cumbria spent £3.5m on staff costs, £33.4m on goods and services, supporting 
2,700-4,600 full time equivalent jobs (FTE’s) or 15% of the total jobs in the regional 
visitor economy. Some of the first attempts to link wildlife visiting and economies 
were for the RSPB, such as Rayment & Dickie (2001).2 They produced data for easily 
identifiable economic impacts of visitors to RSPB nature reserves. For example: 1) 
Bempton Cliffs RSPB Nature Reserve, East Yorkshire: 44,093 visitors; £407,000 
p.a. to the local economy; 2) Blacktoft Sands RSPB Nature Reserve, East Yorkshire: 
23,706 visitors; £93,000 p.a. to the local economy; 3) Leighton Moss Nature Reserve 
in North Lancashire: 22 staff; 100,000 visitors per year; 4) Abernethy (Osprey Visitor 
Centre in Scotland): 11 staff; £1.7m per annum to the local economy supporting 
69 jobs.

However, the total economic values of these activities are under-estimated.3 Analysis 
ignores wider leisure and tourism, and the wider context of countryside recreation 
and sports; an increasingly sophisticated sector with diverse and significant 
impacts.4,5,6,7 Activities involve specialist equipment, training, services, clothing, 
catering, guidebooks, magazines, and other media, with increasing economic 
and social impacts. Mintel7 for example estimated that UK expenditure on sports 
clothing including for outdoor activities had increased to £4,480m in 2003, with 
£72 per capita. Furthermore, the Ramblers’ Association in 2004 found UK outdoor 
clothing and equipment sales rose from £25m (1980) to over £1bn (2000).8 This is 
big business, and in a small rural economy or that of an urban-fringe countryside 
area, it is potentially significant. Much existing tourism business is environmentally 
parasitic and fickle, and contributes little to nature conservation.8 

Emerging conservation entrepreneurs
South Yorkshire’s Dearne Valley was formerly one of the most derelict and despoiled 
locations in industrial Western Europe. Entering the fray on the back of a major land 
restoration and habitat creation project, the RSPB through the RSPB Dearne Valley 
Nature Reserve and the Old Moor Wetlands Centre, has helped to transform the 
economy and has generated significant benefits for local people. The project, now 
with numerous partners, is growing beyond the original vision of the RSPB’s nature 
reserve into a bold initiative called the ‘Green Heart Project’, and has received 
significant funding as a Nature Improvement Area.16 The aim is to link people to 
nature through education and conservation, but the goals have extended to social 
and economic impacts too. 

Growing demand for wildlife leisure and tourism
In recent decades, there has been a growth in the demand for, and the sophistication 
of, the wildlife and heritage-tourism experience. Today, the National Trust and the 
RSPB for example, have well over one million members each, and the Wildlife Trusts, 
and the Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust are not far behind. These bodies’ members 
can be high-spending individuals with a countryside-based hobby. Increasingly 
conservation bodies are managers of land including farms and production units, 
of cafés and shops, of visitor centres, car parks and visitor facilities. These new 
enterprises have grown from selling a few guidebooks and refreshments to 

Large scale habitat creation at the heart of the RSPB’s Dearne Valley reserve. 
Photo: Ian Rotherham
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organisation. If supply-chains for purchase and provision of goods and services are 
local, and if staff employed live locally too, the benefits increase dramatically. 

RSPB Dearne Valley, South Yorkshire  
The RSPB maintains that its primary role is still wild bird conservation. However, it 
would not have received the substantial grant-aid to develop the Dearne Valley site 
without the social and economic aspirations. Investment from Heritage Lottery Fund 
was over £1m targeted at developing opportunities to spend. The aim was to be 
self-financing from tourism and countryside day-visitor revenues within five years. 

RSPB Dearne Valley’s impacts have been huge, as the predicted 50,000+ visitors a 
year have grown to around 100,000, with many from outside the South Yorkshire 
catchment. The economic impact from the RSPB Dearne Valley construction works 
was initially over 25 weeks with 150 people working on the building project. There 
were 20-25 people on site each day for the contract period, 75%-80% of materials 
were purchased locally, and 90% of people employed were within a 30 minute 
drive. This phase created 12 full time equivalent years of employment, which with a 
multiplier of 1.1 gives 13 FTE years of employment. A total spend on construction of 
£500,000 and a multiplier of 1.1 gives income impact of £550,000, with a regional 
impact in the band of £600,000 - £750,000.

With £1 of spend by visitors supporting 49p of local income, 100,000 visitors per 
year generates a day visitor spend figure for 2009 from the RSPB of £13.92 per 
visit and annual visitor spend of £1,392,000. Assuming maybe 120,000 local day 

land management can link locally distinct hospitality, to tourism experience, and 
visitor attractiveness. Sustainable rural tourism relates landscape and community 
character, to distinctive visitor experience. Local food supply and traditional cuisine 
can join wildlife tourism to land and species conservation, supporting local farmers 
and extensive farming methods. Marketing of local crafts and local products which 
are made sustainably can support traditional land use, but only through effective 
business intervention. There are issues of commitment to the local supply chain, and 
quality assurance of product and experience. Nature and heritage based leisure and 
tourism are known to be vibrant sectors that grew at up to 30% per annum in the 
1990s, and continue to increase today. 

The opportunities of wildlife spectaculars & spectacles
Supporting these ideas is a growing market in specialist adventure holidays and 
wildlife experience tours. However, despite a quest for adventure, most people enjoy 
wildlife spectacles especially if available relatively easily. This is often wildlife- and 
nature-based tourism and not specifically ecotourism, and it has strong synergies 
with heritage- and garden-visiting. This is what I describe as ‘eco-cultural’ tourism. 
The spectacle might be watching breeding seabird colonies at the RSPB Bempton 
Cliffs Nature Reserve in Yorkshire, a wildlife safari in the Scottish Highlands, whale 
watching off Pembrokeshire, or raptor watching in the Chilterns. The activities 
and experiences may be very organised and packaged such as seeing the winter 
swans fed by floodlight at Welney, the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust Reserve in 
Cambridgeshire or very informal when wildlife watchers gather to see hundreds of 
Common Seals at Donna Nook in Lincolnshire. Some spectaculars result from happy 
accident of nature; others are constructed to maximize nature’s potential and as at 
RSPB Dearne Valley in South Yorkshire, creating habitat benefits both wildlife and 
the watcher. Increasingly however, this is done to improve wildlife habitat, provide 
recreational experiences and visitor opportunities, and to kick-start local tourism, 
and boost the economy. However, in many cases, the business opportunities are 
not maximised and local economic benefit does not flow. Sixty thousand visitors to 
the Grey Seal rookery at Donna Nook over a six-week period generates little direct 
local spend and almost no financial support for nature conservation. Opportunities 
of wildlife spectacles such as this can be helped to work harder for conservation and 
for local people; sometimes this is not the case and conservationists do not always 
make good entrepreneurs. 

Opportunities to spend
In order for an eco-cultural tourism or nature-based tourism activity to benefit 
local people through economic impact there must be ‘opportunities to spend’. If 
there are not, then there is tourism economic leakage and limited retention or 
local benefit for local people. This ‘sticky money’ might flow from entrance fees, 
car parking, fee-paying walks and events, educational opportunities and services, 
shops, garden centres, cafés and restaurants, meeting rooms and conferencing 
facilities, and accommodation. For example, at the Old Moor Wetlands Centre, 
RSPB Dearne Valley includes a shop, garden centre, café, and meeting rooms.15 
The Centre is also a base for educational and ranger staff employed at the site, and 
they help to deliver core educational messages and the conservation targets of the 

RSPB’s shop at the Old Moor Wetland’s Centre.  
Photo: Ian Rotherham
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visitors expected to spend £13.38 per visit this will soon bring in to the area around 
£1,605,600 per year. With the Countryside Agency (2000) multiplier of 1.15 for 
Yorkshire and Humberside this figure equates to £1,846,440 in the economy per 
year. Then, assuming £35,000 spend per full time job equivalent, this creates around 
53 full time job equivalents in the local economy. These are headline figures and the 
analysis is more detailed and rigorous. 

Community and business issues
Local people may be much more than just visitors and many give their time as 
volunteers too. At RSPB Old Moor, 1,613 volunteer person-days per year with a 
value of £50 per day are worth, in economic value alone, £80,650. The overall 
business income of the RSPB Old Moor Wetlands Centre in the Dearne Valley 
had grown by 2010-2011 to £565,120. Furthermore, the employment impact is 
significant too. With 21 full-time and part-time staff plus a share of 10 full time 
teaching staff for the Humberhead Levels region, there is a total expenditure on 
salaries (excluding National Insurance and pensions costs) of £292,646 which with 
a modest 1.1 multiplier amounts to £321,911 direct and induced impact in the 
economy. The wider Green Heart Project area produces a total habitat creation 
ecosystem service value of £18,320,000 per year. Whilst these figures are nominal 
estimations of the delivery of services by these ecosystems and not real money as 
such, they give an idea of the worth of the works undertaken here. In a landscape 
of climate vulnerability and flood risk, these are major impacts.15,16

The need for sensitive infrastructure and for specialist training
In creating ‘opportunities to spend’, the necessary infrastructure developments 
need to be carefully designed to suit their environmental settings. Within a post-
industrial location such as Dearne Valley and a created site like the Old Moor 
Wetlands Centre, the constraints on design and impacts are reduced. But in many 
situations a major development close to wildlife habitats is inappropriate, but there 
may be opportunities in adapting existing structures such as disused farm buildings 
for example. 

The journey from nature conservation to business entrepreneur is not necessarily an easy 
one, but the process is driven by both economic and political necessity. Many tourism 
providers do not to understand the wildlife resource which underpins much of their 
industry. Furthermore, many nature conservation bodies understand little of tourism 
or economics, or of business management. If current trends continue, then there may 
be a need to provide adequate training in business management for conservation 
professionals, and conservation awareness training for rural business managers.
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