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Purbeck – a place for 
future rewilding?
Is the approach of rewilding helpful or achievable in a place like Purbeck in Dorset, with 
a plethora of designations and a resident population of around 47,000? This article 
explains current conservation schemes in the area and explores if and how they could 
take a step toward rewilding.

ALISON TURNOCK

The recent book Feral1 and the establishment of the organisation Rewilding Britain2 
reflect the emergence of rewilding as a force in the conservation sector. Ennerdale 
in the Lake District and Knepp Estate in Sussex are inspiring models of rewilding 
projects, however they are occurring in places where the majority of the land in 
question is owned by one individual or a small number of organisations. 

Purbeck lies to the west of the Poole and Bournemouth conurbation, and has a long 
history of partnership working with regard to conservation through the Purbeck 
Heritage Committee, Dorset Area of Outstanding Beauty (AONB) Partnership and 
more recently through the Wild Purbeck Nature Improvement Area (NIA). This 
article summarises how the NIA projects have contributed towards landscape-scale 
conservation in Purbeck, and considers the extent to which this constitutes rewilding. 

Purbeck and the Nature Improvement Area
Purbeck stretches from Poole Harbour in the east to beyond Lulworth in the west 
and includes the following mosaic of habitats and landscapes:

• a	 limestone	 plateau	 with	 calcareous	 grassland	 and	 maritime	 cliff	 and	 slope
along the south coast;

• a	 clay	 vale	 along	 the	 Corfe	 valley	 with	 dense	 hedgerows	 and	 small
broadleaved woodlands;

• the	 Purbeck	 ridge	 to	 the	 north	 of	 this	 with	 chalk	 grassland,	 woodland	 and
historic features;

• the	heathland	around	and	to	the	west	of	Poole	Harbour;

• the	valleys	of	the	rivers	Frome	and	Piddle.

The area includes the richest 10 km square in the UK for higher plant diversity, 
and around a quarter of it is designated internationally (as Special Protection Area, 
Special Area of Conservation or Ramsar) or nationally (as Site of Special Scientific 

from most people’s lives. Harnessing natural processes for mitigating flood risk is 
already being considered as a cost effective option within the existing approach 
to	 land	management.	 Focussing	on	 the	practice	of	 rewilding	 as	opposed	 to	 the	
philosophy runs the risk of bits being cherry-picked and absorbed into the current 
paradigm of land use.

The lexicon of rewilding is already drifting into use in other areas. The contribution 
of rewilding has been to challenge not just current practice, but foundational ideas 
of our relationship with the rest of the natural world. Rewilding needs to remain 
distinct in its worldview, and not be seduced into sacrificing the big idea for the 
gratification of acceptance.
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Scrub matrix at Montaña Palentina in Northern Spain – a wildlife-rich landscape  
emerging from the retreat of agriculture. 
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Bigger: two significant land purchases took place within the NIA, expanding the 
size of existing reserves. The National Trust bought Slepe Heath, recently restored 
from conifer plantation to heathland. This 80 ha site adjoins two National Nature 
Reserves: Stoborough Heath and Hartland Moor, and links these to the Arne reserve 
owned by the RSPB. The additional land was the largest area of lowland heath the 
National Trust has acquired for over a decade.5 In addition, the RSPB bought 28 ha 
of old clay workings that had been turned into a saline lagoon, ancient woodland 
and heathland. A small contribution from the NIA provided match funding for a 
large grant from Viridor Credits. 

Better:	 high	 quality	 heathland	 creation	 was	 undertaken	 by	 the	 Forestry	
Commission.	Following	felling,	enhanced	aftercare	included	raking	and	clearance	
of	 Rhododendron.	 71	 ha	 were	 restored	 during	 the	 three	 years.	 The	 photos	 on	
following pages show scenes before and after this activity.

Beyond the designated sites, a key aim was to provide land management advice 
benefitting	the	environment.	This	was	provided	by	the	Farming	and	Wildlife	Advisory	
Group	 (FWAG)	SW	 to	 farmers	 and	 landowners.	52	 farms	were	 visited,	 and	as	 a	
result of this, 12 new and 25 revised Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) agreements 
were devised, increasing low impact grazing on 380 ha unimproved land in the NIA. 
In addition a further 354 ha of land is in good management by buffering and linking 
with low input permanent grassland, and creating arable habitats, including wild 
bird seed mixes and nectar flower mixtures. To complement this, £5,000 per annum 
was made available for small capital projects that were not eligible for funding 
through HLS, and this was targeted at improving connectivity between habitats. 

Interest). The coast and countryside make it a popular place for visitors, with 
434,000	staying	and	3.7	million	day	visitors	in	2014	bringing	£236m	to	the	local	
economy.3 As well as large estates with numerous tenants, much land is owned 
or	 managed	 by	 the	 National	 Trust,	 Forestry	 Commission,	 Natural	 England	 and	
conservation organisations including RSPB and Dorset Wildlife Trust. 

In the 2010 report Making Space for Nature, Professor Sir John Lawton undertook 
a review of England’s wildlife sites and ecological network and proposed a step 
change in nature conservation which “rebuilds nature and creates a more resilient 
natural environment for the benefit of wildlife and ourselves”. “More, bigger, better 
and joined” was the summary as to how this should be achieved. 

The Lawton agenda was taken up by The Natural Environment White paper 2011, 
which created a competition for funding for 12 Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs) 
across England. Purbeck already had a good record of working in partnership, and 
the Dorset AONB took a key role in negotiating, broadening and formalising the 
partnership.	 Following	 several	 rounds	of	bidding,	Purbeck	was	 successful	 as	one	
of	 12	 NIAs	 across	 England,	 sharing	 a	 funding	 pot	 of	 £7.5m.	 Partners	 included	
landowning organisations (Country Land and Business Association, National 
Farmers	Union),	 conservation	organisations	 (RSPB,	National	Trust,	Dorset	Wildlife	
Trust),	statutory	organisations	(Forestry	Commission,	Natural	England,	Environment	
Agency), the private sector (Wessex Water), as well as Kingston Maurwood College, 
Farming	 and	 Wildlife	 Advisory	 Group	 (FWAG)	 SW,	 the	 Jurassic	 Coast	 Team	 and	
Poole Harbour Catchment Initiative. Dorset County Council was the accountable 
body. The Dorset AONB Team managed the partnership and coordinated delivery, 
ensuring projects were delivered in time, spending the £924,000 budget to deliver 
the business plan. 

Actions of the Purbeck NIA
The varied NIA programme included research work, working with communities and 
land management and advisory services.4 A landscape-scale approach has been taken, 
looking not just at wildlife, but also the human impacts on the landscape, past and 
present, including local economies and agriculture, eco-tourism, geodiversity and the 
health and social benefits of the environment. A programme of over 25 projects was 
set up under four themes: land management and advisory services; community at the 
centre; building resilience through strategic planning and research; and developing 
the green economy. Delivery of each project was led by one of the partners. Key 
achievements relating to land management objectives (of most relevance to rewilding) 
included the following, with reference to the Lawton objectives: 

More: one of the aims was to ensure that overall tree cover was maintained within 
the NIA, so planting was included in the bid to balance the area of plantation cleared 
for restoration to heath. Over the three years, 108 ha of woodland (including wet 
woodland)	was	created	and	managed.	This	included	a	64	ha	new	woodland	which	
was planted at the northern end of the area, incorporating open access and a 
wildlife	reserve.	Dorset	Wildlife	Trust	also	created	6	ha	of	new	wetland	to	add	to	
Tadnoll nature reserve, including 9 ponds and scrapes. 
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2. We are moving away from an approach of managing for species towards 
managing functioning ecosystems which deliver a wide variety of benefits as 
outlined in Making Space for Nature. However, the current legislation does not 
always allow for that. The basis of many of our current designations are based 
in part on specific species or habitats.

3. We want to encourage more nature into our cultural landscapes; we 
need them to be more resilient and self-sustaining, and ecologically more 
complex. We may not be ready to talk about reintroducing wolves but we could 
– when our habitats are big enough and well enough connected – start talking 
about reintroducing pine marten or beaver. These are the ecosystem engineers, 
the species that can do some of our management for us: be that modifying 
watercourses so they reduce flood risk and create ponds for invertebrates, or 
controlling the grey squirrel populations. If our cattle roam a wider landscape 
they can help spread seeds and insects through that landscape; their gathering 
points become the next phase of bare ground habitats. The more naturalistically 
they graze, the more they will create the range of habitats our wildlife needs. It 
can still be a cultural landscape, but one in which nature, or natural processes, 
do more of the management for us. 

4. Buffering, connectivity and creating linkages between areas of high quality 
habitat fits in well with the ethos of rewilding. In the future, river valleys may 
provide the best opportunity in Purbeck for rewilding. 

5. Rewilded land could be more valuable to the local economy than 
intensive agricultural management. The core designated sites in Purbeck are 
extremely attractive to visitors who contribute to the local economy. 

Joined: a number of the projects have enhanced connections between sites. 
Removal of conifers and scrub has reconnected heathland sites at several places, 
enabling wildlife to move more easily between sites. 

Community involvement
A wide variety of local audiences who are not generally linked with conservation 
work or other Wild Purbeck projects were engaged in the NIA work, and landowner 
and public support for projects was integral to the approach. The Community 
Gateway, led by Dorset Wildlife Trust, worked with the area’s 40 parishes, 29 of 
which held one or more event, and over 4,120 people (13% of the population) 
were engaged in debate about landscape change. 

Is this rewilding?
A conference ‘Rewilding Dorset – a viable conservation strategy?’ organised by 
Bournemouth	 University	 and	 Dorset	 Wildlife	 Trust	 in	 May	 2016	 included	 much	
discussion as to what rewilding means. Emerging results from a survey given out 
on the day by MSc student Arne Loth show wide-ranging views on what the main 
focus	of	rewilding	should	be.	Further	debate	considered	whether	rewilding	can	truly	
be carried out in a culturally managed, highly designated place like Dorset. There 
are arguments for and against, as summarised below.

Towards rewilding 
1. Rewilding focuses on the underlying ecological processes, which is an 

approach we are moving towards. Many Wild Purbeck partners are managing 
landscapes extensively to maintain or increase the ‘naturalness’ of the systems, 
improve their resilience and reduce the overall cost of managing them, through 
removal of fences and establishment of large scale grazing units. 

Tree removal in a core tract of Purbeck heathland. 
Photo: Dorset AONB



ECOS 37(2) 2016 ECOS 37(2) 2016

40 41

forward by the National Trust. Under its  ‘Land, Outdoors and Nature’ strategy, 
nature	conservation	 is	 to	be	put	at	 the	heart	of	how	 its	3,700	ha	estate	here	 is	
managed. There will still be farms, there will still be visitors, and it won’t turn into 
a wilderness; the challenge is to restore its effectiveness as part of an ecologically 
functioning wider landscape. Bigger, better and more joined up; not wild but wilder.
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Away from rewilding 
1. Purbeck is a cultural landscape, a living textbook and historical record 

of rural England, and this is one of the special qualities underpinning its 
designation	as	an	AONB.6	Designated	habitats,	although	not	truly	natural,	are	
cherished, from the fields of cowslips on the limestone grassland at Durlston 
to the churring of nightjars on a heathland on a summer’s evening. There is no 
immediate prospect of ceasing the management necessary to maintain these 
habitats in favour of a vision of ‘self willed land’ that tends towards a plagioclimax 
with a far greater proportion of tree cover. In contrast, in areas such as the Knepp 
Estate,	or	the	National	Trust’s	Wicken	Fen	vision	area,	it	has	been	easier	to	just	
allow natural processes to lead the way with little intervention from managers, 
because in those areas they were intensively farmed, ecologically impoverished 
sites with little wildlife to lose. In Purbeck we have the most botanically diverse 
10km2 in the UK because of centuries of management, done consistently, and 
sensitively. Continuing to look after that should be our starting point.

2. At present, we are not considering the introduction of top predators 
such as wolf, another key tenet of rewilding. In nearby Devon, beavers have 
been introduced into a fenced enclosure to investigate how they attenuate 
water flows following heavy rainfall, and this has proved extremely successful 
in a 5 year timescale. However, even the reintroduction of beavers in an area 
like Purbeck would require considerable feasibility work and gaining acceptance 
from landowners and other parties before it would be possible. 

3. The involvement of local land owners, managers, communities and 
stakeholders is an underlying principle of our work, and crucial for gaining 
and maintaining support for carrying out any major proposals. 

Culturally wild?
Taking all the above into consideration, the work delivered through the Wild 
Purbeck NIA has delivered elements of rewilding across the landscape, particularly 
through an increasing focus on underlying ecological processes. However, Purbeck 
is essentially a cultural landscape within which two of its most valued habitats, 
heathland and calcareous grassland, are maintained through management systems. 
There is no appetite to cease this management, as it would lead to dramatic 
landscape and habitat change with an inevitable decline in many species of wildlife 
that the UK is under an obligation to protect. The partners in the Wild Purbeck 
partnership are committed to continuing the work they have been delivering over 
the last 20 years, to increasing the semi-natural habitat and achieve more extensive 
grazing management systems. In the future, might there be  potential for some 
species reintroductions, following appropriate feasibility work? 

Both landscape-scale conservation and rewilding represent a shift from the 
established approach to carrying out conservation work. I suspect that they are 
two points on a spectrum rather than leading towards different ends, and that 
where an individual project lies on this will depend on location, ownership and 
other geographical and economic factors. In Purbeck the next phase may be taken 

A before and after scene of Purbeck heathland emerging after plantation forest removal. 
Photo: Dorset AONB


