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Authority Priority:  Support delivery of the Exmoor National Park Partnership Plan – 
These proposals will enhance habitats and will enable people to get involved in conserving 
Exmoor’s natural environment; they will enhance the historic environment, also providing 
opportunities for volunteer involvement and wider engagement.  They will take us closer to 
becoming a carbon neutral National Park. 

They will achieve best value from our resources and improve our performance (Corporate 
Priority – manage the Authority’s Estate and operations to support delivery of National 
Park Purposes.) 

Legal and Equality Implications:  It is considered there will be no adverse impacts on 
any protected groups. 

Consideration has been given to the provisions of the Human Rights Act 1998 and 
an assessment of the implications of the recommendation(s) of this report is as 
follows:  There are considered to be no human rights issues in relation to this report. 

Financial and Risk Implications:  The financial and risk implications of the 
recommendations of this report have been assessed as follows: 

(i) There are no significant risks with any of these works. 

(ii) It is considered that the creation of a tree nursery and the establishment of new 
woodland will bring future cost savings to the Authority in respect of its future timber 
demands and through the potential for carbon credits.  The operation of the tree 
nursery will have low operating costs, and these may be offset by commercial sales if 
necessary and desirable. 

Purpose of the report:  To provide an update on work carried out so far across the 
Authority’s estate under Land Visioning.   
 
RECOMMENDATIONS:  The Authority is recommended to:   

(1) NOTE the grant from the Devon Environment Foundation and Devon Community 
Fund to progress the creation of a tree nursery at Exford.    

(2) NOTE the progress in establishing a 12,000-tree woodland at Bye Hill near 
Winsford and a grant from Somerset West & Taunton Council to progress this 
work.   

(3) NOTE the completion of the first phase of tree planting works in Ashcombe 
Gardens (Simonsbath) following tree felling as a result of ash dieback in 2020. 

(4) NOTE the completion of initial trial peatland restoration works by ENPA staff at 
Larkbarrow.   
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Climate Change Response:  The establishment of new woodland and the restoration of 
peatland will both achieve carbon sequestration and are in line with the intention of Land 
Visioning to use ENPA’s estate as part of our response to mitigating climate change. 
 

1. INTRODUCTION / BACKGROUND 

1.1 Exmoor National Park Authority is unusual amongst other National Park Authorities 
in that it owns around 7% of the area of the National Park.  This land has been 
acquired over many decades for a range of reasons and has resulted in a diverse 
and complex portfolio.  In December 2019 a process (given the title ‘Land 
Visioning’) was begun to see how the ENPA estate could better deliver National 
Park purposes, promote nature recovery, address the impacts of climate change, 
increase resilience (to flooding, drought etc), generate income where desirable and 
practicable, increase opportunities for public engagement and enjoyment and work 
closer with our neighbours and partners to maximise the potential of the estate.    

1.2 As part of Land Visioning several priorities were identified across ENPA’s estate 
through workshops with staff, stakeholders and Members and these were scoped 
out by ENPA officers during 2020.  They are being brought forward as appropriate 
in the form of Authority papers.  The priorities are: ENPA carparks, the land within 
the former royal forest (including Simonsbath and Pinkery), the coastal woodlands, 
a review of ENPA branding and signage, a tree nursery at Exford, woodland 
establishment at Bye Hill, a circular walk at Burridge and a review of all leased in 
land. 

1.3 The purpose of this paper is to provide an update on current project work that falls 
within Land Visioning and which, on this occasion, has a particular relevance to 
nature recovery, climate change mitigation and the historic environment. 

  
2. EXFORD TREE NURSERY 

2.1 One of the Land Visioning priorities is to set up a tree nursery at Exford.  This will 
guarantee a reliable, well provenanced source of young tree stock to drive forward 
the establishment of new woodland on ENPA land and the restocking of existing 
ENPA woodland.  It will also provide opportunities for communities to become 
involved: in collecting tree seed, in the establishment of woodlands and in our 
broader woodland work.  During 2020 the proposal was scoped out and land 
adjacent to the Field Services Team base was identified as suitable. 

2.2 In March 2021 we learnt that we have been successful in securing £15,000 from the 
Devon Environment Foundation and the Devon Community Fund, and this 
combined with donations from CareMoor for Exmoor will enable the tree nursery to 
be established in 2021. 

 
3. BYE HILL, WINSFORD 

3.1 In the late 1990s and early 2000s ENPA, in partnership with the Devon and 
Somerset Hospice, undertook to establish a small native woodland of c. 3 hectares 
on land we own at Bye Hill/Larcombe Foot, Winsford.  Although modest in extent it 
has established into a thriving, healthy native woodland. 

3.2 As part of Land Visioning we investigated the potential to extend the woodland over 
the remaining open ground of Bye Hill.  We scoped out the potential and consulted 
with ENPA and other specialists from Natural England, Somerset Environmental  
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Records Centre and Forestry Commission as well as other stakeholders and 
interest groups including the Local Access Forum, Exmoor Society and Winsford 
Parish Council.   

3.3      The positive response to consultation and survey is a sensitively designed 
woodland  extending to around 12 hectares.  We have submitted an application for 
Woodland Creation Grant, (c.  £60,000) which will allow us to begin planting around 
12,000 trees later this year.  Somerset West and Taunton Council have committed 
£8000 from their Climate Emergency Fund to support the project.  In due course we 
will enter the woodland into the Woodland Carbon Code with the prospect of selling 
sequestered carbon.  We are also fielding a stream of enquiries from donors 
wishing to contribute. 

3.3 From the outset it was our intention to design an exemplary scheme which 
demonstrated a tangible response to the climate emergency, nature recovery and 
flood prevention, avoidance of plastic and use of locally sourced and manufactured 
materials.  Through careful design, species choice and spaces for nature and 
people it will develop resilience and adaptation for the future.  It will become a 
community, educational and training resource through regular events and we hope 
will be an inspiration to others planning similar projects as the national planting 
programme expands. 

 
4. ASHCOMBE GARDENS – INITIAL REPLANTING FOLLOWING ASH DIEBACK 

4.1 Ashcombe is a sheltered wooded valley in Simonsbath.  Since 2004 its historical 
significance, as a Picturesque garden laid out by the Knight family in the 1820s, has 
been recognised.  As such it is a rare and nationally important example of a wild 
garden and one of the last to be made in the Picturesque style (itself part of the 
English Romantic Movement).  Its relevance to Exmoor National Park is that the 
seeds of the international National Parks Movement lie in English Romanticism and 
the appreciation of landscape, topography and nature through poetry, literature, 
painting and garden design. 

4.2 For a number of years work has been done to control non-native invasive species in 
Ashcombe and to uncover the traces of the garden landscape: its paths, viewpoints, 
rocky outcrops, bridges and waterfalls.  Since March 2019 a group of volunteers 
have been working in the gardens as part of our Get Involved programme to 
progress the garden.   

4.3 Ash dieback was noted in Ashcombe in 2019 and by spring 2020 was present 
throughout the valley and very advanced.  Sadly, by the autumn this necessitated 
the removal of all diseased ash trees that posed a hazard to either the public or to 
property – it amounted to around 30% of the overall tree canopy.   

4.4 ENPA’s response to this drastic loss of trees in Ashcombe is to replant the valley 
using predominantly native species; this work is guided by an overall Restoration 
Plan and is intended to re-establish the original garden elements and design.  This 
work began in March 2020 with the initial phase of replanting comprising c.  90 
trees including native lime trees kindly donated by Exmoor parish council.  Further 
work is planned for 2021, including the creation of a small apple orchard or grove 
within the garden using carefully selected varieties sourced for an upland setting– 
this will be the most westerly and possibly the highest in Somerset. 
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5. LARKBARROW PEATLAND RESTORATION TRIAL  

5.1 Mire restoration was begun on Exmoor in the 1990s by ENPA on its own land at 
Blackpits.  It was initiated in order to improve and restore peatlands; the work was 
done by ENPA’s own estate team.   

5.2 In the early 2000s the Exmoor Mires Project (latterly ‘Partnership’) was set up, and 
under the direction of South West Water (SWW) has rewetted nearly 2000 hectares 
on Exmoor, mainly on ENPA land.  It now operates as the South West Peatland 
Partnership (SWPP) under SWW and works across the three south-western moors. 

5.2 SWPP put forward proposals in 2019 to carry out rewetting works on Larkbarrow.  
Given the landscape sensitivity of the site and its considerable historical 
importance, ENPA felt that the proposed works, though desirable, were too visually 
intrusive in their initial form.  This led to considerable discussion between SWPP 
staff and ENPA officers (which focused on excluding a number of areas from 
rewetting, amending techniques etc).  Finally, it was concluded by SWW that no 
‘business case’ could be found for the reduced works and they withdrew.   

5.3 Throughout, officers at ENPA have been mindful of the words of the Secretary of 
State when Larkbarrow was acquired by the then Department of the Environment, 
before being transferred into local authority ownership, ‘that the land is part of 
Exmoor and must be conserved for all time (Michael, now Lord Heseltine letter to 
Guy Somerset, 25 March 1980).  Notwithstanding the essential benefits of peatland 
restoration, it is the view of ENPA officers that this should be achieved in a way that 
respects the importance of other aspects of the landscape and therefore done in a 
way that properly delivers National Park purposes in order to achieve multiple 
benefits.   

5.4 ENPA, as part of its continuing commitment to peatland restoration, has therefore 
undertaken to progress restoration work itself at Larkbarrow in a way that fully takes 
into account the landscape sensitivity that has already been alluded to, the 
importance of moving the SSSI into improving condition and the remarkable 
significance of the historic environment. 

5.5 We have therefore begun the first phase of trial restoration work on the most 
significant drainage features on the site.  The aim is to restore the two SSSI units to 
favourable status by sustainably restoring functional hydrology to the blanket bog.  
This initial trial took place in October 2020.  ENPA’s Fields Services Team and 
Conservation Officer (Farming & Land Management) have installed wooden dams, 
backfilled by hazel bundles to assist with slowing the flow of water and trapping silt.  
All materials were untreated; the slabwood is a by-product of ENPA milling of timber 
from its own woodlands; the sisal-tied hazel bundles are a by-product of coppicing. 

The team was joined by Robert Hayter of Moorland Surveys, commissioned to carry 
out an Unexploded Ordnance survey of the Swap Hill Gulley trial re-wetting 
location.   

5.6 Initial indications following installation of the dams are positive, but the works will be 
continually monitored and our methodology refined as necessary, with a view to 
continuing the restoration at Swap Hill and other prioritised areas at Larkbarrow 
over the coming years. 

 
Rob Wilson North      
Head of Conservation and Access 
March 2021 


