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Ennerdale – celebrating the 
wild and the exceptional
In June 2013, 70 people gathered in Ennerdale. We walked in this Lake District valley to 
mark 10 years of the Wild Ennerdale partnership, which oversees one of England’s most 
significant wilding sites. The observations and discussion soon revealed that grazing is a 
contentious issue in a project that promotes natural processes...

ALISON PARFITT

The landowning partners who have coordinated the efforts behind Wild Ennerdale1 
are the Forestry Commission, National Trust and United Utilities. They have much 
to celebrate2, not least that they continue to make the partnership work and stay 
committed to their vision “to allow the evolution of Ennerdale as a wild valley for 
the benefit of people, relying more on natural processes to shape its landscape and 
ecology”. But others who contribute should celebrate too, such as the supporting 
staff of Natural England and local people. As we reviewed what was happening on 
the ground, Sir John Lawton, lead author of the pivotal Making Space for Nature 
report in 2010 on thinking big in conservation, made approving noises as we heard 
from Richard Maxwell, a tenant farmer. 

Richard was talking about his Galloway cattle that roam part of Ennerdale and how 
they fare, birthing in the forest without any help, for instance. He reported that 
he and his wife, Alison, had altered their farming methods because of their Wild 
Ennerdale experience. The lower inputs in practice mean less feed and only giving 
medication if demonstrably needed, rather than as routine. The lower costs meant 
that even with fewer animals they gained a good return, including the HLS subsidy. 
And they have also gone organic on their farm. For some participants, hearing 
Richard’s direct experience and the reality of helping deliver a core part of the vision, 
was a highlight.

Ennerdale’s community and brew
You might think it odd to be emphasising farming in a project centred on wilding 
and natural processes. But Gareth Browning, Area Forester West Cumbria and a 
coordinator of Wild Ennerdale, sees supportive relationships with local farmers 
as essential to Wild Ennerdale’s success. The importance of relationships with 
farmers also came up when hearing from some of the National Trust staff who look 
after so many other Lake District valleys. Community relations figured again as a 
volunteer described the developing community hub and information centre close 
by at Ennerdale Bridge. And after our walk we sampled the Ennerdale Brewery’s 
Wild Ennerdale beer. It is important to foster an understanding of the ethos and 
aspiration of Wild Ennerdale amongst local people, so they support the vision and 
see it as relevant to their lives, from generation to generation. It’s our children and 

It needs to happen everywhere throughout other sectors which influence the land 
and its management. In this view biodiversity is an emergent property of future 
patterns of land use where species diversity and nature are part of broadly resilient 
and sustainable landscapes delivering the outputs that society needs.
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“We are never going to be able to have real wild land unless we, like the USA and 
the PAN Parks in Europe, designate land separately.” 

“If we would use IUCN categories for protected areas and work with those 
distinctions, we would see our way more clearly through the distinctions … and 
gain a sense of how we could work towards having real wild land” … “and what a 
revelation that would be” … 

“What has agriculture (livestock grazing) to do with wilding?”... “subsidy is blurring 
conservation with agricultural land management”. 

Reflecting on the event’s discussion of grazing, Gareth Browning remarked: “I 
understand there are aspirations for no-grazing rewilding but taking the farming 
community along by changing and reducing grazing from intensive sheep to 
extensive cattle is delivering benefits… There are a number of future pathways7 
and there are large areas of Ennerdale that are not grazed and will continue so. 
Extensive cattle grazing is a tool to move away from intensive sheep grazing. I don’t 
think of it as farming but it is useful and easier to call it such when discussing with 
the farming community”.8

Nature incomplete?
After all this and remembering the solitary miniature juniper we had seen by 
Inominate Tarn, I had a look at Flora of the Fells, Celebrating Cumbria’s Mountains 
Landscapes9 to get a better understanding of potential vegetation without grazers 
on the fells. Those of us interested in wilding need to hang on to our aspirations 
that farming livestock and conservation grazing are not part of a vision for wild 
and ecologically ‘whole’ self-willed land. And that much as I love our variety of 

their children, the locals and visitors of the future, who will be able to experience 
Wild Ennerdale even more than we can.3 This notion of continuance, at all levels, 
was on my mind given the uncertainty over the Forestry Commission and our public 
forest estate. Agencies, organisations, schemes and funding can come and go, 
while local people provide the anchor. It is their connection to places and their 
stories which ultimately keep the threads.

Borrowdale and Ennerdale
Before the Ennerdale event, three of us from the Wildland Research Institute4 had 
climbed up from Borrowdale , by Great Gable, Inominate Tarn and Haystacks and 
then down into Ennerdale from High Stile on the northern ridge of the valley. We 
bring students to Ennerdale every year, arriving the usual way, along the track by 
the lake from the west. I had always wanted to come into the valley from the no-
road end and experience ‘the long walk in’. At the beginning of our walk we looked 
down on Borrowdale from above Seathwaite and noticed the canalised bits of river, 
what looked like an abandoned small fish farm and mused about how that river 
worked and how the economics of that farm totted up. Those casual observations 
suggest that it is different from what is happening in Ennerdale. In much the same 
way that there were informative lessons observed when the free ranging River Liza 
in Ennerdale coped with torrential rain in 2009 that in the parallel valley to the north 
caused so much devastation in Cockermouth and loss of a life in Workington.5 
I wonder what a comparison of environmental, social and economic factors in 
Borrowdale and Ennerdale would show? What are the costs and benefits of the 
apparent greater intervention in Borrowdale? Do the tenant farmers in Borrowdale 
‘see the light’ and engage in the bigger-picture land management environmental 
issues (and then go organic) as Richard Maxwell is doing in Ennerdale? And if they 
did what would happen to that particular Lake District landscape and wildlife? Are 
there pointers and more learning from what is happening in Ennerdale beyond its 
interest as a more wild valley?

Beyond intervention grazing
Other conversations about wilding at the event were starting from points ‘beyond 
conservation’ and ‘beyond intervention grazing’. In Silver Cove, the area where we 
usually find Richard’s cattle, I never cease to be amazed at the dramatic profusion 
of growth and recovery in the exclusion pens. Yes, we know that the cattle churn 
up the ground which is deemed useful for wildlife and further up under Lingmell 
the rowan, oak and birch regeneration is dense in places and only held back by the 
shading of conifers. Nonetheless, this evidence shows how a handful of cattle eat a 
lot, so very little vegetation gets away. 

The journalist George Monbiot joined us. He gave a performance of a talk, drawing 
upon his book Feral. He discussed conservation practices which attempt to manage 
natural process and habitats… “Why DO we do this?” he asked insistently.6 He 
highlighted the damage done to the uplands by generations of sheep grazing … 
the “woolly maggots” of upland pastures (See Simon Ayers article in this issue of 
ECOS for more). This stoked remarks from participants, including:

Wild grazing at Ennerdale 
Photo: www.robgrange.co.uk
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The feral book - 
reintroducing rewilding
George Monbiot’s new book Feral is akin to an unofficial release into the rewilding 
movement. This article reflects on the main ideas in Feral and how it fits into the rewilding 
landscape. When you let go of control of the land and let nature run its course it is 
unpredictable, often with surprising and positive outcomes. The publication of Feral has 
revealed a groundswell of support that invites us to be bolder about promoting rewilding.

SIMON AYRES

Historical context
In 1978 Nevard and Penfold wrote a paper ‘Wildlife conservation in Britain: The 
unsatisfied demand’.1 This demand, they suggested, is to observe large, spectacular 
native species set in a functioning ecosystem: what we nowadays refer to as 
‘wildland’, and the process of establishing it, ‘rewilding’. The demand is not satisfied 
by conventional nature conservation nor by landscape preservation, due to the general 
lack of a wildland experience, and the absence of large charismatic native species. 

So how has practice in rewilding been progressing in Britain over the 35 years since 
this paper? For species, we have seen the re-introductions of white-tailed eagle to 
Rhum and the western Highlands. Red kite has been re-introduced to Scotland and 
England, while the remnant population in Wales has shown an impressive return 
to strength. Osprey has returned to many places with some encouragement from 
people. Other bird species have extended their range north into Britain. Otters have 
returned across most of the country. Wild boar have become established in a few 
areas through unofficial release or escape. And beavers have returned, or are about 
to return, to a few catchments through official pilots and unofficial releases. There 
is some good news then, but the bigger picture and the story for most species is 
one of dramatic decline with habitats being degraded across the landscape.2

A few rewilding initiatives have been established since 1978, with an emphasis on 
habitat restoration and limited focus on animal introductions to date. Most notable 
is the work of Trees for Life in the Highlands, at Glen Affric and Dundreggan. The 
array of other projects demonstrates a range of landscape types, situations and 
approaches, not all overtly identifying themselves as rewilding. Notable examples 
include: Mar Lodge in the Cairngorms, Glen Finglas in the Trossachs, Carrifran in 
the Borders, Ennerdale in the Lake District, Great Fen Project and Wicken Fen in the 
Eastern England Fen Country, and Knepp Castle estate in Sussex.

BANC’s legacy on rewilding
Meanwhile, there has been the ongoing work of promoting wildland and rewilding 
on the political front, with BANC centrally involved. The Wilderness Britain series of 

landscapes, ecological and cultural, I hanker after that real wild land too. My 
experience and understanding of nature is incomplete without it. Meanwhile, I am 
noticing and appreciating what is happening in Ennerdale now and wondering if 
other places and farmers could do the same. Hearing Richard and Alison Maxwell’s 
story is a powerful message for more wholesome integrated land management in 
many places. There is a spectrum of possibilities for wilder land, and associated 
livelihoods, and much as I yearn to experience the wildest options, the best should 
not be the enemy of the good.
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