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INTRODUCTION 

Throughout the past year Exmoor National Park Authority has seen continued 
and increased interest and engagement with Exmoor’s wondrous dark skies.  

The year started with our third Dark Skies Festival which was well attended and 
hugely successful, offering an excellent array of events and opportunities for all. 
The second part of the year saw the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
significant economic and social impacts of this situation. 

However, a positive to come out of these difficult and challenging 
circumstances that we all find ourselves in has been greater engagement and 
appreciation of our natural environment including our inspiring dark skies. As a 
result, Exmoor has seen new audiences engaging the National Park and it 
continues to provide a vital ‘breathing space’ for all. Dark skies offer an 
important opportunity to experience and value our natural world in an outdoor 
and healthy environment. 

We hope this new engagement and appreciation of our special landscapes and 
their wondrous dark skies will help further their conservation and enhancement 
to enable us and future generations to continue to experience and benefit 
from this natural resource, recognising and valuing the environmental, 
economic and social benefits this can deliver. 

 

 

 

 

Robin Milton  
Chairman of Exmoor National Park Authority
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IDSA CONTACTS 
Chief Executive - Sarah Bryan 
sebryan@exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk 

External Relations Manager - Ailsa Stevens 
astevens@exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk 

Senior Landscape Officer - Pamela Morris 
pmorris@exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk 

Interpretation & Education Manager - Ben Totterdell 
btotterdell@exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk 

Exmoor National Park Authority,  
Exmoor House, Dulverton, Somerset. TA22 9HL  

Tel: 01398 323665  

Visit our website at: www.exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk

Dunkery Beacon, Exmoor. Richard Presley
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Exmoor Dark Sky Reserve was designated by the International Dark Skies 
Association in 2011. The core area covers 83 square kilometres from Brockwell 
Farm near Wootton Courtenay in the east, to Challacombe Common in the 
west. It is a landscape of heather and grass moors, virtually all of which is Open 
Access land. There are only two occupied buildings within the Core Area - 
Blackpitts bungalow and the Pinkery Education Centre, both owned by the 
National Park Authority.  

This core area is surrounded by a buffer area of 982 kilometres of mainly farmed 
landscape, which includes a number of small settlements; Simonsbath, Exford, 
Luccombe and Wootton Courtenay. 

The reserve sits within the protected landscape of Exmoor National Park, 
designated in 1952 in order to conserve and enhance the natural beauty of 
Exmoor and promote opportunities for the understanding and enjoyment of its 
special qualities by the public. It is administered by the National Park Authority 
from its offices in Dulverton.  

Dark night skies have been identified as one of the special qualities of the 
National Park and continue to be protected and promoted by the Authority, 
along with many of its residents and  

Welcoming around 1.4million visitors a year, Exmoor National Park celebrates 
and values all that the awe-inspiring dark skies have to offer.

DESIGNATION INFORMATION
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2009 high 21.41 21.45 21.46 21.67 21.80 21.78 21.50 21.63 21.66 March - May 

low 21.08 21.07 21.28  

2010 high 21.41 (21.42) 21.31 21.50 21.46 21.35 21.47 21.49 March 

low 21.21 21.36 21.20  

2011 21.40 mist 21.39 21.49 21.47 21.53 21.49 21.46 21.52 21.49 21.53 April 3-4 

21.45 21.47 21.44 21.43 21.48 21.49 21.43 21.36 21.43 21.39 21.44 April 28-9 

2012 21.30 21.25 21.53 21.49 21.51 21.42 21.36 21.40 21.33 21.35 March 25 

2013 21.40 21.38 21.49 21.34 21.47 21.44 21.45 21.51 21.49 21.50 April 5 

2015 21.20 21.40 21.55 21.50 21.50 21.50 21.53 21.58 April 22 

2016 21.50 21.60 21.70 21.60 21.60 21.70 21.55 21.70 21.60 21.70 May 3 

2017 21.30 21.40 21.40 21.35 21.40 21.35 21.40 21.40 21.40 Mar 25 

2018 21.60 21.70 21.80 21.70 21.70 21.75 21.70 21.80 21.80 21.80 Apr 1 

2019 21.45 21.55 21.75 21.60 21.65 21.65 21.80 21.80 Mar 24 

21.60 21.50 21.55 Mar 25 

2020 21.35 21.45 21.75 21.60 21.60 21.70 21.70 21.70 21.75 21.70 Mar 15
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Notes 
2014 No data collected (poor weather at the wrong times) 
2015 Some interference from moon (small), especially at Memorial Stone & Kinsford Gate 
2017 No data for Memorial Stone; moorland on fire in area 
2019 Cloud gradually increased making last two sites impossible; checked next day. 
2020 A few small clouds early (not overhead) but these cleared between Brendon Two Gates and Robbers Bridge 

The annual monitoring of the night sky quality has continued to be carried out 
by long term National Park volunteer, Dr David Brabban, to whom we remain 
very grateful. This has provided a consistent data set over the last 10 years and 
indicates that Exmoor’s skies continue to be exceptionally dark.  

The readings are taken from locations across the park, and return readings 
indicate that Exmoor has a night sky brightness that is consistently darker than 
21 mag/ arcsecond squared for all locations, maintaining the qualifying criteria 
for the ‘silver tier’ status. 

The 2020 readings indicate that in a couple of areas there has been a marginal 
increase in light levels, for others there has been a slight decrease. The majority 
of locations remain the same with two of our locations consistently returning 
readings that meet the qualification for ‘gold tier’ in the IDSR designations - 
something that we can aspire further towards. 

The impact of sky glow continues to be experienced from all neighbouring 
towns and cities including Barnstaple, Taunton, South Molton, and Exeter, with 
the greatest area of sky glow being generated from across the Bristol Channel by 
the cities and extensive development along the South Wales coastline.  

SKY QUALITY DATA

From 2016, values rounded to nearest 0.05



OUTREACH AND ENGAGEMENT  
Over the last twelve months ENPA delivered a wide range of events that 
explore and celebrate Exmoor’s dark skies and offer people opportunities to 
enjoy and experience Exmoor at night. 

It has been a year of two halves. Following the publication of the Landscapes 
Review report in September 2019, clear ambitions were outlined for every child to 
experience ‘a night out under the stars in a national landscape’, setting a positive 
start to the year for Exmoor and its dark skies. October saw the third annual 
Exmoor Dark Skies Festival take place. Running for three weeks, this festival 
provided a diverse range of events, activities and opportunities for all to engage in.  

There was a significant take up by residents and visitors alike, with some travelling 
considerable distances to join in celebrating all that dark skies have to offer. The 
festival saw many events led by local businesses and interest groups as well as 
activities managed by the National Park Authority ‒ it was a great example of 
partnership working in the National Park. A highlight of the winter months was 
the ‘Dulverton by Starlight’ celebration in early December, organised and 
managed by the local community of Dulverton, demonstrating the special 
qualities and appeal that the dark skies of Exmoor National Park offer to all. 
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The second half of the year saw the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
ensuing lockdown and restrictions facing every community, resulting in very 
significant challenges economically and socially across the National Park. 
Businesses, accommodation, and hospitality providers were unable to operate 
and function at what would have been the start of the 2020 season.  

However, this difficult period of limited travel and restricted access to other 
services, saw a significant uplift in interest and access to open spaces and the 
natural environment including our protected landscapes. New audiences visited 
and experienced the National Park during the spring months and it was an 
opportunity for the National Park to provide space, a healthy environment, 
tranquillity, and a sense of remoteness to those in need of it.  

The appeal of dark night skies featured significantly in the reasons for visitors 
choosing to visit Exmoor during this period ‒ star gazing was seen as an activity 
that could be enjoyed in a socially distanced and low risk way. The recovery work 
being carried out around the COVID-19 situation has a particular focus on how 
the local economy can develop and embrace the astro-tourism opportunities 
that Exmoor can offer 

Highlights include the Exmoor Dark Skies Big Adventure, held during the 
October half term break, giving an opportunity for families to get outdoors in 
the open and to experience the nocturnal environment (both clear and cloudy 
skies) at Webbers Post on Exmoor.  

The third dark skies festival was held 14th October to 3rd November, providing 
events and activities across the National Park. Engaging with almost 2000 
participants, this fantastic festival offered a range of talks, walks and activities that 
appealed to a broad range of people both locally based and some travelling 
from considerable distances. The tailored ‘dark sky’ accommodation packages 
put together by local hospitality businesses and which included for example 
expert led star gazing opportunities or evening safaris were very well supported. 

Planetarium sessions geared towards differing audience groups were very well 
attended both by school children and the general public. Having both a 
themed approach and tailoring different sessions for specific age ranges proved 
to be a successful plan.  

Guided evening hikes offering star gazing opportunities on the open moor 
proved extremely popular and were very well attended even in inclement 
weather. Evening walks to observe the Orionids Meteor Walk over Dunkery, full 
moon over Dunkery Beacon and Hollerday Hill by starlight were all big successes. 
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Talks and workshops included ‘In Search of the Aurora’, ‘Telescopes for the 
Enthusiast’ and ‘Astronomy using your Smartphone’. Astrophotography 
workshops, led by Keith Trueman, provided tuition and guidance on how to take 
photos of the sky at night and how to take star trail images.  

Other activities which were well attended were those offering an opportunity to 
seek and observe wildlife at dusk and at night, learning what nocturnal species 
are present on Exmoor and what you might expect to see. 

There were plenty of opportunities for families to join together in both indoor 
and outdoor larger events including space themed crafts and games, star 
gazing, dark walks, as well as hot chocolate sipping and marshmallow toasting.  
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Night mountain biking, 
provided by Exmoor 
Adventures, featured in the 
line up of events and again 
proved highly popular 
including the opportunity for  
E-mountain biking on a 
guided night ride. 

Providers of events included 
the National Park Authority as 
well as a whole host of local 
businesses and enterprises. 
Booking was required for some 
events whilst others provided a drop in session, open to all.  Many events were 
provided free of charge or requested a small voluntary donation, whilst costs for 
some specific activities ranged upwards from £6. 

Events planned for the early months of 2020 were cancelled as a result of the 
COVID-19 situation but recent summer months and the partial easing of some 
restrictions have seen local businesses re-establishing dark sky opportunities 
where it is possible to meet the social distancing requirements requested. 

Dark Skies Pocket Guide; This continues to be an excellent resource, available to 
download online and at all our National Park Centres. Giving an overview of the 
International Dark Sky Reserve and its purpose, the information leaflet also 
outlines the issue of light pollution and the impacts this has on our nocturnal 
environment. Containing a park wide map, the information includes a 
suggested ‘ top ten’ list of locations from which to start your star gazing 
adventure from.   

The ENPA website also contains a specific ‘dark sky’ information page on the 
special qualities of Exmoor National Park and provides links to further related 
information, a short film explaining Exmoor’s exceptional night skies, contacts 
for interest groups, planned events due to take place, and information on 
telescope hire available from our National Park Centres ‒ all to assist in the 
greater public engagement around dark skies. 

This February saw ENPA join in with promoting and taking part in the CPRE 
(Campaign for the Protection of Rural England) ‘Star Count’ initiative. Not only 
did this provide an opportunity to encourage star gazers to get out and count 
what they could see from their own postcode area, it highlighted Exmoor 
nationally as being a top location for the quality of its dark night skies!
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Development Management:  
Exmoor National Park Authority as the Planning Authority for the area continues to 
work hard to manage the impacts of light pollution on the National Park. By 
forward planning and the inclusion of a specific policy in the adopted local plan 
‘CE-S2 Protecting Exmoor’s Dark Night Sky’ this helps guide any new development 
change to be sensitive to the existing quality of the National Parks dark skies. By 
applying appropriate criteria, any new development change needs to address any 
unintended impacts of light pollution by sensitive design, specification and siting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Specific planning conditions are attached to an application where the site has 
the potential to contribute to an increase in the light pollution levels within the 
National Park. The context of that site within the core or buffer zone of the 
reserve will further determine how stringently those conditions are applied. 
Fully recognising that external lighting is required for practical and safety 
purposes, the purpose of the policy is to avoid inappropriate and insensitive 
lighting and to manage any required lighting in a way that minimises and 
avoids unintended impacts of light spill. 

For the year April 2018- March 2019, 82 external lighting conditions have been 
attached to applications to help ensure the continued conservation and 
protection of the night sky quality in Exmoor National Park. 

 

CONSERVATION AND RESEARCH 
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This year has seen the confirmation of £20k external funding from the Hinckley 
Tourism Action Partnership following the preparation of a detailed project plan, 
outlining a 2 year business case for targeting the various audiences for dark skies.  

This has been developed following the experience of and lessons learnt from 
ENPA managing the annual Exmoor Dark Skies Festivals over the last three 
years. Building on this, the project plan is to increase visitor numbers by 
targeting the key audiences including the general Exmoor visitor who enjoys 
our stunning landscape, those who have already have some star gazing interest 
and experience, and the more serious astronomer using specialist equipment 
to observe deep sky objects. 

Based on a two year business plan, the aims and objectives of the project 
include raising awareness, and helping to create and maintain a positive 
perception of the wider area, and to increase the range of unique opportunities 
available within southern England in contribution to the Hinckley Tourism 
Action Partnership; developing an exceptional welcome by providing 
appropriate training and business support focused on customer service; 
developing quality experiences within the astro tourism sector, helping to 
retain and attract new visitors to the area during the shoulder seasons; and 
supporting local businesses in equipping them to up value and diversify to 
capitalise on the opportunities afforded by our dark sky designation. 

Key project outputs include dark sky festivals 
for 2021 and 2022; business training events; 
new marketable ENPA products including a 
‘Dark Sky Way’, a ‘Dark Sky Hub’ and a ‘Dark 
Sky Friendly Business’ accreditation scheme 
(right) and development of our ‘Dark Sky 
Ambassador’ role.  

Given the very challenging economic 
conditions imposed by the COVID-19 
pandemic for many of our local businesses, 
this focus on developing and supporting  
the home grown tourism sector is a very  
welcome and positive step by all. 

We will look forward to updating further on this in the next annual report! 

FUNDING 
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Our last three Dark Sky Festivals have all 
included a competition incorporating a 
element of art and culture. 2018 saw a Dark 
Skies Poetry competition, with inspiration 
being provided by Exmoor’s night skies and 
stellar starscapes. 2019 saw a Story Writing 
competition with entries from a very wide 
age range, and 2020 is planning for the 
Astro Photography competition where we 
expect enthusiasm and entries to be high.  

The 2019 Dark Sky Festival saw poetry 
sessions and book readings including a 
reading of ‘Jacob Starke loves the Dark’ by 
author Peta Rainsford. Centred around all 
things nocturnal, this provided a 
welcome opportunity for younger 
children to engage and explore the 
cultural side of our dark skies. 

ARTS AND CULTURE 

Skies over Porlock. Richard Presley 
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Media coverage across the year has been steady with significant interest 
around the Dark Skies Festival and targeting the tourism sector on a national 
basis. Key features include articles in Somerset Living; Planet Living magazine 
and coverage on ITV West Country News highlighting local business ‘Wild at 
Exmoor’ once again offering experiences to experience dark night skies earlier 
in the summer. National coverage resulted from the CPRE Star Count campaign, 
highlighting Exmoor as an excellent location to experience deep and dark 
night skies.  

The dark skies web page has experienced over 23,500 hits since October 2019, 
with the majority being in the last six months during the period of restrictions 
and lockdowns. The virtual visitor survey conducted in the summer gave an 
indication of new and renewed interest in dark skies with 31% of respondents 
stating that ‘dark skies’ were the reason for considering Exmoor as a destination. 

COMMUNITY AND MEDIA RELATIONS

Examples of  press and social media  
coverage from the last 12 months:

74   | @ P l a n e t M i n d f u l M a g |   75@ P l a n e t M i n d f u l M a g

living

When Tim jokes we might step 

outside for some stargazing, 

everybody laughs. Turning 

from my seat in the window, 

I search out into the night sky, its inky 

opacity a sign that the rain clouds we’d 

been under for hours still lingered in the  

air like sloths. 

I’m not surprised we can’t see the stars 

that have made the Exmoor landscape 

unique on a worldwide scale. Earlier that 

day, as I debated whether to make the four-

hour drive in the lashing rain from London, 

stargazing events to celebrate Exmoor’s 

annual Dark Skies Festival were being 

cancelled. And on my phone was a message 

from Tim saying that it would be ‘a miracle’ 

if the skies cleared later.

Tim didn’t want me to be disappointed. 

But I was eager to travel regardless. I had 

been invited to a party, at a coastal cottage 

in Somerset. Its owner, Lucy, had arranged 

for her neighbour Tim Wetherell – an 

artist and astronomer – to do a talk for 

the villagers on the outstanding nocturnal 

beauty of their sky, a beauty that most of us 

no longer experience. Whether a celestial 

spectacle awaited me or not, the promise 

of being somewhere that possessed that 

rare quality of true darkness was reason 

enough for me. So I slung my bags in the 

boot and set off. 

Exmoor – a place of Bronze-Age burial 

mounds and deserted medieval settlements 

– was Europe’s first International Dark 

Sky Reserve, an accolade that recognises a 

landscape’s natural nighttime environment 

and a distinguished quality of starry 

nights. Strict controls on light and human 

habitation are in place, meaning stargazers 

like Tim can hike to the ancient moor 

and find an ancient sky on the horizon; 

see star clusters and clouds of nebulae, 

the constellations of Pleiades, swirling 

planetary storms. On a clear night, the 

naked eye can view Andromeda – a spiral 

galaxy 2.5 million light years away.

Taking his telescope onto the moors, 

Chasing
stars

Urban nature writer Lucy Anna Scott is enchanted  
by the celestial show in the skies above Exmoor, Europe’s 

first International Dark Sky Reserve

➤

Tim has been able to observe the phases of 

Venus, the ice caps on Mars and the myriad 

of stars in the Milky Way. The retired 

scientist, who has been fascinated by 

astronomy since he was a teenager, has also 

seen vast storms on the planet Jupiter. 

‘We can have severe storms here on 

earth but some of the storms on Jupiter 

have been raging for centuries,’ he tells 

us. ‘Seeing that makes you realise what 

nature can do and what it can be. You are 

reminded of how lucky we are to have the 

Earth with its relatively friendly climate and 

how important it is to protect that.’ 

This view of night is how we should 

all know it. It is how our ancestors saw 

it. Even the Victorians, Tim explains to 

us, only had the light of the moon to 

navigate the nighttime. But in 2019, natural 

dark skies are exceptional experiences 

for human beings; only possible if we 

make pilgrimages like mine, or to places 

such as the French Pyrenees, where star 

trails are still visible over the Pic du Midi 
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Community Associations 

Exmoor Stargazers 
Exmoor Stargazers continues to flourish as a group of amateur astronomers and 
scientists. With aims to learn from each other and encourage more people to 
enjoy star gazing. The group holds monthly meetings, operating with support 
from local businesses. It offers observing sessions to members across the 
national park in addition to its monthly meetings. This increases visitor 
engagement and experience of both Exmoor and its dark skies.  

For those not able to attend monthly meetings a facebook page offers a range 
of up to date information.  

Exmoor Stargazers remain actively involved in the events for the Dark Skies 
Festival and will be offering an opportunity to participants to stargaze in some 
of the most remote parts of the National Park. 

www.exmoorstargazers.co.uk/  
www.facebook.com/ExmoorStargazers/  

 

Tiverton and Mid Devon Astronomy Society 
This locally based astronomy society continues to offer talks, events and night 
sky observing opportunities to people of all ages to learn about the wonders of 
our universe. With active and enthusiastic members, and access to an 8” 
Newtonian telescope at the society’s monthly base of Blundell’s School in 
Tiverton, the group welcomes new members to join them. 

Tiverton and Mid Devon Astronomy Society again worked with the National 
Park during the Dark Skies Festival providing informative and experienced 
speakers across a number of events including the planned  ‘Astro Party’ Event at 
Wimbleball Lake and offered opportunities for guided stargazing out in the 
heart of the core area of the Dark Sky Reserve. 
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UK Dark Skies Group:  
This year has seen the formation a UK Dark Skies Group, spear headed by Dan 
Oakley of South Downs National Park, to bring together an informal group of 
designated dark sky places and aspiring dark sky places across the UK to 
network, jointly collaborate and develop opportunities for partnership working 
and support to help further protect the night time environment on a national 
scale. With specific actions around communications and technical knowledge 
and guidance, smaller working groups are now being developed to help take 
forward and progress these areas of work. 

All Party Parliamentary Group for Dark Skies:  
the formation of an APPG for Dark Skies, chaired by Andrew Griffiths MP, lends 
further weight to the widespread understanding of the need to conserve and 
protect our dark night skies. A consultation has just been completed and there 
are significant opportunities for jointly pursuing updated and robust legislation 
and policy to help protect dark skies. We look forward to supporting this further. 

ENGAGEMENT WITH THE IDA AND 
OTHER DARK SKY PLACES

Andromeda Galaxy for Exmoor. Pete Richardson
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LOOKING FORWARD 
New initiatives and projects to be taken forward over the coming twelve 
months include: developing the Dark Sky Friendly Business Accreditation 
Scheme working in partnership with local providers to help build the astro 
tourism offering; working with and recognising our Dark Sky Ambassadors 
including the vital role they play in helping to raise awareness and educate our 
wide ranging audiences; progressing our Dark Sky Way project to deliver a 
suitable night walking route to one of the top sites on Exmoor for inspirational 
star gazing; making basic guidance available to residents and businesses on the 
impacts of unintended light pollution and providing updated information on 
how to limit and avoid light pollution in the National Park.
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