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management work elsewhere in the Commission, or leaving employment and 
going it alone. I chose to leave.  

I had no choice really. For years I had worn on my sleeve the notion of community-
based conservation as a ‘truer’ approach to working with and for the natural world.  
I knew how long it really took to build social capital, let alone invest that capital to 
generate real benefit for nature and people, and I cared more for the success of that 
work in the Neroche landscape than anywhere else I could think of. So I needed to 
see it through, outside of the agency that had hosted those early years.

When I had come to the Blackdown Hills in 2006, I was in fact returning to the 
land of my own lost youth, after an absence of 20 years. I had spent most of those 
two decades in the conservation profession, but when I returned I was questioning 
much of what I had previously done. The biodiverisity-proselytising, professionalised 
conservation sector felt increasingly uncomfortable to me, distanced from everyday 
life, occupying a quasi-scientific moral high ground. The Blackdown Hills made me 
confront my misgivings, and I dimly began to see the direction I needed to take, 
inspired by a special group of people in a special landscape.

I realised that I wanted to try and democratise and localise the practice of conservation 
and landscape management, and to bridge some of the gaps between nature 
conservation and other aspects of landscape, heritage and social concern. Much as I 
was benefitting from a project initiated and hosted by a government agency, I didn’t 
want initiatives like Neroche to go on being owned and run by remote agencies 
and NGOs, offered paternalistically to local people with an expectation that they 
would appreciate and flock to the opportunities they offered. More deeply, I realised 
I didn’t believe in a conservation cause expressed in numbers of declining species and 
utilitarian values.  Instead I saw Nature as being primarily a soulful thing, the progenitor 
of human community, self-expression, healing and wholeness. The place I loved was 
a place in which people could find personal fulfilment and common interests. It could 
be a crucible of social justice, nurturing fairer, more truly shared lives.

From top down to bottom up
The Neroche LPS comprised a suite of initiatives, some finite ones brought to 
a relatively straightforward conclusion within the life of the Lottery-funded 
programme, and others which would need, somehow, to have a life beyond that 
period, if they were to deliver their true potential. The most significant of these have 
featured in the on-going community story of the area: 

•	 Use	 of	 the	 public	 forest	 for	 Forest	 School,	 therapeutic,	 learning	 and	 families	
work – initially a part of the Neroche LPS, and then taken forward through the 
creation of a social enterprise, Neroche Woodlanders Ltd.

•	 The	restoration	of	220	hectares	of	open	habitat	on	former	conifer	plantations	in	
the public forest, involving conservation grazing and vegetation management – 
initially led by FC as part of the Neroche LPS, then shared with a newly created 
charity, the Blackdown Hills Trust.

Community conservation 
at Neroche – surviving 
adolescence
The Neroche Scheme in the Blackdown Hills AONB started life as an agency-led Lottery 
partnership, but its legacy has been the establishment of four distinct community groups, 
including one social enterprise, each pursuing different aspects of the conservation 
agenda in this part of the South West. The continuing evolution of these groups 
illustrates the complexity and dividends of trying to embed conservation into civil society, 
rather than tacking it on from the outside.

GAVIN SAUNDERS

Growing up
I wrote a chapter for Peter Taylor’s excellent 2011 compendium of ECOS writings, 
Rewilding, in which I described the passage of the Neroche Scheme, a Landscape 
Partnership Scheme on the Somerset/Devon border, from 2006 onwards through 
what with hindsight I realise was its childhood and adolescence.1 Now, nearly four 
years after writing that piece, this is an attempt to bring it up to date. Everything 
that has happened at Neroche has been a communal effort, involving a diverse mix 
of people, but I’m purposefully writing this piece in the first person – despite the 
importance of working and sharing collectively, sometimes it is more honest to talk 
as ‘me’ rather than ‘we’.

Looking back at the Neroche Scheme at that time, the creature I described sounds 
like a rather gangly but sometimes over-confident youth, fresh out on the exciting 
journey of life, with an endearing certainty about things, which adulthood would 
inevitably challenge.  And I described its doings from the position of a comfortably 
employed Forestry Commission (FC) project manager, heady with the opportunities 
around me. Now, for me at least, the over-confidence has certainly gone, but it 
has been replaced by a more realistic and level-headed sense of what communal 
conservation means in practice.

Neroche’s rather foreshortened youth was crammed into just seven years, made 
up of five years as a Lottery-funded Landscape Partnership Scheme (LPS) and a 
further two of FC-supported ‘legacy projects’ to extend and embed some of the 
LPS’s achievements.2 But in 2013 the funded period of the Neroche Scheme came 
to an end: the Forestry Commission, given the strictures of austerity, changed 
management personnel and political vicissitudes, preferred to ‘close the file’ on 
what it regarded as a time-limited project which no longer fitted its agenda. For 
my part, I was faced with the option of remaining with FC and moving to project 
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Response to the Panel’s Report, but there seemed no real process for exploring the 
issue in practice, and no appetite for doing so. I began to float the idea internally 
within FC of piloting a community/public sector partnership approach, based on FC 
‘hosting’ a supported but self-reliant community body on public forest land, using 
a social enterprise model.  

Thus the idea of Neroche Woodlanders was born.3,4 The notion initially met with 
enthusiastic support from some senior policy staff and operational managers within 
FC, and a succession of them came and discussed the idea around our campfire at 
Young Wood.  But the enthusiasm was tempered by a nervousness about setting 
precedents in the politically sensitive post-Panel Report period: would sub-leasing 
public land to a community enterprise send out the wrong messages about public 
sector commitment to public land, or would it show FC to be innovative and flexible 
about local solutions fit for their settings? My regional manager took the proposal 
to FC England Management Board in 2013 and gained approval in principle – 
fortunately, only just in time, as from then on (it seemed to me), FC’s appetite for 
risk and innovation began to shrink in favour of a ‘core business as usual’ attitude 
to its role.  But as ever, the devil was to be in the detail. Two years later, we have not 
yet signed a lease, although we are set to do so on 1 July this year, having occupied 
Young Wood until now on a succession of 6 month licences. That lease will not cover 
the 100 acres of actual forest – FC’s view is that the 1967 Forestry Act precludes 
such sub-leasing. Instead, the lease will cover just the footprints of the structures 

•	 Provision	 for	 practical	 conservation	 volunteering	 in	 the	 Blackdown	 Hills	 –	
initiated as part of the Neroche LPS, but latterly becoming the semi-independent 
Neroche Conservation Volunteers.

•	 Conservation	advice	to	wildlife	site	owners	across	the	northern	Blackdown	Hills	
AONB – developed through an LPS legacy project, which led to the creation of a 
landowner-led local association, the Blackdown Hills Rough Grazing Association.

When we set out, there was little clear sense of how the legacy of the LPS might 
be sustained after the initial shot of Lottery cash had worked its way through the 
system, let alone a clear strategy for embedding that legacy within community 
groups.	Indeed,	compared	with	many	areas	of	the	UK,	there	was	little	infrastructure	
of relevant existing community groups which could seize the baton. But what began 
as a rather grand, well-funded, centrally managed scheme, gradually distilled out 
into a series of newly-founded community groups, of different shapes and sizes, 
with differing styles and effects, and with no puppet master behind the scenes. 
I had no grand plan for how these worked out, though I had an initial vision 
for how they might look – and I can paint it as a virtue that these groups have 
evolved disparately in response to personalities and circumstances, rather than in 
an artificially predetermined pattern. That organic process makes the results more 
real, and hopefully more lasting, than an engineered approach, but it also makes 
for an apparently complicate, slow, sometimes inefficient process.  Habitats never 
turn out quite as the management plan predicted, and nor do community groups.

Neroche Woodlanders
The most powerful lesson for me from our early work at Neroche was that the 
combination of a wild setting, a people-focused approach to well-being and 
learning, and a collective approach to conservation management, could be a 
genuinely transformational recipe. But it needed stability and continuity to really 
fulfil its potential. Having spent the years of the LPS spreading the Forest School 
approach by training teachers in their own local schools, and cutting our teeth 
delivering ‘family bushcraft’ days for public audiences in the FC forest, by 2011 we 
had identified an area of about 100 acres of public forest within the wider 2500 
acre Neroche estate, which offered a potential permanent setting for this type of 
work. Young Wood contained a mixture of ancient and recent woodland which 
had suffered neglect and had little public access, yet had a welcoming, wild feel, 
despite being only three miles from Taunton.  Soon we had a little camp there, it felt 
inhabited, and our volunteers and practitioners began to develop an affection for the 
place. How, then, to make a lasting virtue of people’s attachment to Young Wood, 
to build capacity to do therapeutic and learning programmes there, to enhance 
the wildlife value of the woodland, and do all that in a financially sustainable way?  

Our early work at Young Wood coincided with the debacle over the Government’s 
plans to sell off the public forest estate. The black and white arguments over public 
versus private ownership seemed to me to overlook the important issue of local 
community involvement in ‘their’ local public land. Much lip service was paid to 
‘the community issue’ during the Forestry Panel’s deliberations and the Government 

Volunteers and learners help build a roundhouse at Young Wood. 
Photo: Gavin Saunders
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The Blackdown Hills Trust
The original Neroche LPS created a Local Stakeholders Group to enable community 
governance as part of the partnership of funding organisations. The group was 
brought into being by FC, rather than initiated from the community itself, but the 
experience of that period for the members of the Local Stakeholders Group was a 
positive one, not least because the group was given real influence rather than just a 
shallow consultative role.  As a result, as the LPS drew to a close, the group elected 
to formalise themselves into an independent charity, which they chose to call the 
Blackdown Hills Trust (BHT).5  

Made up of only half a dozen trustees, all of them either retired or fully employed 
in their own careers, BHT did not see themselves as an active, executive group, but 
instead their intention was to become a vehicle for enabling continuing conservation 
and community projects in the Neroche area.  Quite quickly they acted as applicant 
for a volunteering project submitted to the Heritage Lottery Fund as a legacy of the 
Neroche LPS, but my own team continued to provide the administrative function 
for them in running that grant.  Later they became involved with some projects run 
by the Blackdown Hills AONB, and they acted as host for an investment from FC 
to enable a number of woodland and other local projects, and they agreed to hold 
maintenance funds from the LPS beyond the end of FC’s contract with HLF.

we have built or intend to build to run our operation, and will be accompanied by a 
permit to operate across the 100 acres. We will pay for the privilege, with a below-
market but still substantial rent, and we will be obliged to buy the standing timber 
we need to operate. Nevertheless this still represents, to our knowledge, the first 
such leasehold arrangement between FC and a community enterprise in England 
(there are a number of such arrangements in Scotland and Wales).

We chose the Community Benefit Society (or BenCom) structure for Woodlanders, 
which evolved out of the old Industrial & Provident Society legislation, now regulated 
by the Financial Conduct Authority. The BenCom structure allows us to trade, but also 
to access charitable funding sources. We are a non-profit enterprise, reinvesting any 
surplus into our work, and we have a one member, one vote structure, with an asset 
lock. We currently have a small board of three directors who have developed the 
organisation and take the day-to-day executive decisions, and we are now open for 
Shareholder Members to invest in the Society, and become part of its governance. 
The directors take no salary from the business, but all three of us are contracted in 
on a freelance basis to run our grant-funded and charged-for activities.

Woodlanders’ main focus to date has been a programme called Wild Learning, 
developed by my fellow director Jenny Archard and funded through the Health 
Lottery and Adult Learning in Somerset.  Wild Learning uses the John Muir Award as 
a structure for informal training in practical and social skills in a natural setting, and 
is targeted at adults and families in the most deprived estates in central Taunton, 
and residents in shelters run by Taunton Association for the Homeless. As our 
tenure becomes more secure, we intend to expand our operations into small-scale 
woodland management, craft making activities, public courses, team building and 
commissioned work.  In all this work, we are supported by a committed network of 
volunteers and local practitioners, who alongside our beneficiaries, are forming a 
community of interest based in Young Wood.

What, exactly, is the benefit to nature conservation from all this? I remember 
one prominent conservation commentator at the time of the forest sell-off row, 
expressing the view that it did not matter who owned or managed the public forest, 
so long as wildlife conservation had proper prominence. I didn’t agree with him 
then, and I don’t now.  Ownership (in the widest sense) and involvement are central 
to effective conservation.

‘Social enterprise’ has become a fashionable phrase of late, but it isn’t easy. Just 
calling yourself a social enterprise doesn’t get you any favours, and the word 
‘enterprise’ has to carry as much weight as ‘social’ if you are to succeed. However, 
over-emphasise the enterprise element and you risk losing core supporters, who 
suspect you of becoming profit-driven. Meanwhile, doing public good on public 
land won’t necessarily cut much ice with agencies charged with managing that 
public land, especially if the word ‘community’ is involved – for many senior 
managers, community involvement spells messiness and confusion, dodgy health 
and safety, and taking far too long to achieve anything at all.

Longhorn cattle grazing restored open habitats in the Neroche forest. 
Photo: Gavin Saunders
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jurisdiction over task planning and management, most members were content to 
continue ‘turning up’ to tasks rather than taking responsibility for organising them 
too. As a result some members became more closely involved, but all wished to 
continue to be supported by an umbrella organisation, just as the Neroche Scheme 
had previously provided. In due course Neroche Woodlanders took on the role of 
coordinating volunteer action on behalf of the NCV, and recently we have returned to 
the Lottery for some modest new funding to run a skills-sharing programme amongst 
the volunteers called A Sharing Season, designed to build capacity within the group, 
forge stronger links between members, and allow new leaders to emerge.  

The Blackdown Hills Rough Grazing Association
A legacy project evolved in 2012/13 out of the main Neroche LPS, called Beef 
& Butterflies. It offered advice to local owners and managers of species-rich 
marginal wetland and heath across the Blackdown Hills AONB, to promote good 
management and also to encourage connections between owners. The deliberate 
emphasis of the project was on forging those connections, rather than on habitat 
management outcomes per se.  Those connections were, it seemed to me, the 
most serious missing component in pursuing wildlife site conservation across the 
AONB landscape. Landowners received advice from outside bodies, but learned 
to appreciate their habitats - or not - in relative isolation from their neighbours 
across the next valley who were going through the same experiences. Meanwhile 
incoming smallholders had enthusiasm for wildlife but little practical knowledge of 

The formation of the BHT coincided with FC looking for longer-term solutions for the 
grazing management of open habitats in the Neroche public forest. 220 hectares 
of such new habitat had been created by felling conifer plantation on former open 
land, much of it SSSI, between 2006 and 2010, and these were being grazed by a 
herd of Longhorn cattle acquired as part of the LPS, and managed by a local grazier. 
In 2012 the opportunity was created for these areas to be entered into Higher Level 
Stewardship, to finance this conservation grazing for a further decade. This required 
a third party to take a tenancy on the land and receive the HLS payments (because 
FC could not), and the BHT was prevailed upon to take on this role. They entered 
into a 10-year HLS agreement in 2012, by taking a tenancy on the land from FC, 
while the Commission in turn leased the cattle directly to the graziers.

Complicated - yes, and created out of expediency as much as principled community 
empowerment - perhaps. But this had the makings of truly embedded, instrumental 
community conservation. Yet the last couple of years have been hard work. Although 
several of the BHT’s trustees are farmers with plenty of knowledge of the mechanics 
of grazing management, they do not have the time or wherewithal to run the HLS 
process themselves, and I have remained involved as their facilitator. Meanwhile 
FC’s own attitude to the open habitat management they themselves initiated has 
shifted, as staffing has changed and conservation grazing has become distanced 
from the current staff’s view of the Commission’s priorities. So the tough challenge 
which BHT had taken on was marred for them by a sense, rightly or wrongly, that 
they had been landed with something FC no longer wanted to carry. As my own 
employment with FC came to an end, I helped BHT negotiate three more years of 
modest funding support to allow it to carry on delivering its commitments, and 
I arranged for Neroche Woodlanders to take on a contract from BHT to provide 
on-going facilitation of the grazing management on its behalf. As I write, BHT 
is negotiating with FC to take ownership of the Longhorn cattle herd in order to 
use the capital value of the herd to generate longer term revenues.  Meanwhile 
Natural England have been supportively flexible in helping BHT explore options for 
mechanical management of scrub in the forest grazing units, which continues to 
grow rampantly as the new habitats gradually settle into their newly open state.

The Neroche Conservation Volunteers
The Neroche LPS began running practical conservation tasks in 2007, inviting local 
people to volunteer on midweek sessions in the forest and on local nature reserves.  
At first the response was slow but by the second year a band of regulars was 
beginning to form.  The group soon established real momentum, propelled not 
just by the enjoyment of the working sites and tasks, but by the good humour and 
‘crack’ amongst members.  There was a pool of over fifty regular volunteers, with 
each task attracting 12 or 15.  Most were early-retirees, self-employed people, shift 
workers and a few students and unemployed.6

As the LPS drew to a close we secured follow-up HLF grant support to further 
develop the group, and over time the question arose whether and to what extent 
the group should become self-organising. We duly facilitated a process of discussing 
the options, but the conclusion was that while some members wanted more direct 

Landowners visiting herb-rich pasture of a member of the Rough Grazing Association 
Photo: Gavin Saunders
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For me, the notion of ‘21st Century Commons’ remains a powerful driving force: 
public land managed for public benefit, directly by the people who live and work in 
and around that land. Similarly, locally-run, independent groups within civil society 
which empower owners and managers of wildlife-rich land to take the initiative for 
local conservation, rather than being passively spoon-fed by outside bodies, seem 
to me a healthier, albeit often difficult, route for conservation to follow. Through 
these initiatives, I believe, lies a true connecting thread between social, economic 
and environmental health, building natural and social capital, and encouraging a 
fairer society nourished by its links to the land.

The circumstances and ingredients at Neroche are unique, just as they are anywhere, 
and finding pattern to apply elsewhere and ‘lessons’ for other places is always 
elusive. Part of the reason for that is that descriptions like these don’t mention the 
less tangible, more personal ingredients that make things work in particular ways at 
particular times. The extra ingredient in my case, at Neroche, was that in the early 
stages of forming my ideas about community conservation I met someone whose 
perspective challenged and broadened my own. That person was Jenny Archard. 
Jenny had a background in community facilitation and Forest School, and a deep 
connection with the land, and the effect her perspectives had on my own journey 
was profound. We founded Neroche Woodlanders together, and she has become 
my work and life partner. Let’s never forget that conservation is a human story.
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farming, while long standing farming families had the knowledge but often lacked 
much apparent interest in what they had.

I convinced an initially sceptical steering group that we should work to establish a 
community body to bring together and represent the owners and managers of rough 
grassland, heathland and wetland sites. Through Beef & Butterflies we appointed 
two advisors, one to make overtures to landowners and gauge their interest in 
the idea of an association, and one to follow up with conservation management 
advice. It was a slow process, but late in 2013 a group of owners came together and 
formed the Blackdown Hills Rough Grazing Association (BHRGA), as a landowner-
led incorporated association.7 Not a conservation body as such, but a way for 
local people to regain a sense of ownership of the issues, values and opportunities 
around this special feature of their landscape.

The BHRGA has subsequently run a number of farm-hosted open days and evening 
talks, but momentum is still sluggish and the committee hasn’t yet found the 
‘hunger’ to really drive the organisation forward. I remain on the committee, but at 
arms length, and I console myself that similar local groups like the Blackdown Hills & 
East Devon Woodland Association took several years to really become established. 
The seeds are sown, and I can only hope that they grow strong in time.

The common and the rare
This excursion into the evolution of community conservation at Neroche focuses 
on the mechanics, but what about the response of those who take part? Some 
of that response is hard to gauge, but for individual volunteers and beneficiaries 
the signs are positive. For volunteers, the proof of the pudding has been in the 
repeated, frequent participation by a wide range of people. They get something 
from taking part, and they keep coming back.  The natural settings, the healthy 
exercise and the good company are important ingredients, but so are the terms of 
engagement. One of the volunteers said of the coordinator employed to run the 
Neroche volunteering programme: “We won’t let [her] down, she has involved us, 
we can ask questions, she’s brought us together and brought out the best – it’s not 
about being professional but being one of us”.8

For beneficiaries of Neroche Woodlanders’ Wild Learning programme, the impact 
can be profound. A recent homeless ex-services man who spent several months 
coming to regular sessions at Young Wood in the depths of his personal depressive 
illness, has since moved into his own flat, and become engaged, and when 
interviewed by the Homeless Association about his experience, highlighted those 
weeks in the woods, walking, whittling and sharing food round the fire, as having 
been the turning point for him, when he began to see a future for himself. Another 
more recent 18 year old, who was thrown out of his adopted parents’ home onto 
the streets and came under the influence of the insidious rise of ‘legal highs’, began 
coming to sessions at Young Wood, sometimes with a glazed expression, often 
shivering from withdrawal symptoms, usually distant and sarcastic, but he kept on 
turning up.  He has now started actually eating the stews we cook for everyone, has 
been ‘clean’ for a month, and has an interview with Sainsbury’s this week.


