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SUMMARY 
 

1. Agriculture is the predominant land use in the South Downs, on private farms, large 
estates and on land owned by local authorities and voluntary bodies.  Since the war, 
successive Governments made available financial incentives to all farmers on an 
unprecedented scale through market supports and with grants to plough, fence and drain 
land throughout the country. Post-war farming practices have had a significant impact 
on the nature of the designated South Downs National Park.   

 
2. The policies which drove these changes were instigated by the British Government and 

then strengthened by the EU and in so far as there were any negotiations and 
consultations, these were directly between MAFF and the farming community.  The 
local authorities legally responsible for protecting the Sussex Downs and East 
Hampshire AONBs did very little by way of documenting adverse change or pressing 
Government for policy changes. In contrast NPAs elsewhere in the country led the way. 

 
3. By the late 1970s, there was a growing realization of the adverse environmental 

consequences of some modern farming practices.  The Environmentally Sensitive Areas 
(ESA) scheme was devised to encourage farmers to retain operations that benefited the 
environment.  The South Downs was in the first batch of areas to be designated under 
the scheme. The ESA scheme on the chalk halted the loss of valuable habitats and 
improved the visual appearance by increasing the amount of grassland.  This scheme, 
together with the acquisitions and/or management of land by English Nature, the 
National Trust, the Wildlife Trusts and some local authorities has certainly enhanced the 
landscape. 

 
4. Three important criticisms have been made of the agri-environment schemes:  

• They are costly and pay farmers not to do something; 

• They do not deliver permanence as agreements are only for ten years, with a five 
year break clause.  Longer periods are required to restore and maintain high 
quality landscapes, habitats and archaeological remains; 

• Monitoring was discontinued by MAFF in 1995, so it is difficult to determine 
what is being achieved. 

 
5. The current policy making and delivery of conservation land management within the 

South Downs AONBs is fragmented, uncoordinated and financially inefficient.  The 
complexity and associated constraints on effectiveness of these arrangements has now 
been recognized by Government and is being reformed following Lord Haskins Review 
and the Modernising Rural Delivery project.  

 
6. The reform of the CAP and institutional reform of the agencies are the most dramatic 

changes in policy for 50 years.  They have the potential to provide both the tools and the 
opportunity to secure the protection of the South Downs landscape and to enhance it 
and repair damage where this has occurred.  The National Park Authorities have been 
good at doing this in the past.  
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7. A South Downs National Park Authority is especially desirable because it would 
provide the focus and the mechanisms needed to conserve and enhance this 
internationally important landscape.  It would bring additional resources to the area and 
allow the NPA to define long-term objectives in partnership with landowners and to 
lease or purchase land, which a Conservation Board for an AONB is not able to do.  A 
NPA would have a strong voice in defining the priorities through the new mechanisms 
being put in place to allocate funding for agri-environment programmes at regional 
level.  Experience in the other National Parks has shown that NPAs are very well placed 
to drive forward schemes at the practical level.   

 
8. In the short term the SDNPA should be seeking to add value and local focus by: 

• More effective targeting; 

• Addressing the reasons for the poor take up of the ESA scheme; 

• Ensuring that the new schemes deliver National Park purposes; 

• Developing arrangements with the Implementation Agency for joint delivery on 
the ground; 

• Devising new and innovative ways of restoring and recreating landscapes to 
ensure their long term survival; 

• Acting on behalf of the other national agencies. 
 
9. Having considered the role of agriculture in the South Downs, and the role that a 

National Park Authority might play, the South Downs Campaign recommends that: 
 

Recommendation 1: The SDNPA be granted the necessary authority and resources to 
manage the new agri-environment policies being introduced 

 
Recommendation 2: The Higher Level Scheme be applied to the whole of the SDNPA  
 
Recommendation 3: The staff of the Integrated Agency be seconded to the NPA 
  
Recommendation 4: The NPA is encouraged to devise innovative solutions to 

creating a sustainable South Downs landscape 
 
 
 
Note: This evidence should be considered in conjunction with the publication ‘South Downs 

National Park: Opportunities for Enhancement’  published by the Council for National 
Parks in 20011, which presents the lessons of experience from other national parks and 
identifies opportunities and priorities for the South Downs.  The present paper takes 
into account recent important changes in agricultural policies and agri-environment 
schemes and proposals for changes to delivery mechanisms. 

                                                 
1 South Downs National Park – Opportunities for Enhancement – Inquiry Document No: CD 207 



SDC Public Inquiry Administration Proof of Evidence Inquiry Document No: 3275/42/1 
Agriculture and Land Management in the South Downs 

 6 

Introduction 
 
1. The landscapes of the South Downs have been and are a source of inspiration to many. 

The views to and from the great whalebacks of the Chalk, in the Eastern Downs, give a 
sense of space, openness and freedom. Further west there is a more intimate feel with 
heaths and hangers, and the small enclosed fields and ancient woodlands of the West 
Weald. It is astonishing that such landscapes have survived in such a densely populated 
region as south-east England.  Like all landscapes in England and Wales they are very 
much influenced by man, and to a large extent they have been maintained by farming 
systems over the centuries. An excellent account of agricultural history can be found in 
Peter Brandon’s The South Downs (1998).  

 
2. Despite much agricultural change since the 1940s, the value of the South Downs 

landscapes was formally recognized by the establishment in 1962 of the East Hampshire 
Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and in 1966 of the Sussex Downs AONB. 
Designation made the local authorities responsible for protecting and enhancing the 
natural beauty of the area.  

 
3. The area meets the criteria of the IUCN Category V National Park landscapes as “ areas 

which are characteristic of the harmonious interaction of nature and culture, whilst 
providing opportunities for public enjoyment through recreation and tourism, and 
supporting the normal lifestyles and economic activity of these areas… as well as 
maintaining biological and cultural diversity” .  The unique nature of the area in terms 
of geology, landscape and biodiversity has been presented by Crane et al (2004)2.   

 
4. The two AONBs together with some adjacent areas form the designated South Downs 

National Park (SDNP) which occupies an area of 1,638 km2 in parts of the Downs and 
Weald.  Agriculture is the predominant land use in this area, on private farms , large 
estates and on land owned by local authorities and voluntary bodies. The main priority 
for farmers and landowners is to make a living, it always has been.   

 
5. However, agricultural practices directly influence the character of the landscape, its 

biodiversity, the cultural heritage and opportunities for recreation. These public benefits 
were seen as a by-product of good farming practices at the time of drafting of the 
National Parks Act. But, in the years since 1949, farming changed, largely at the behest 
of public policy, and the balance shifted so as to dramatically reduce the public benefits 
of farming. Government more recently began to pay for activities to enhance the 
landscape, including subsidies to farmers to adopt specific land management practices. 
The existing National Parks have been in no way immune to these changes in farming 
practices since their landscapes are also predominantly agricultural. 

 

Background to agr iculture in the South Downs 
 
6. Many areas of the South Downs have been settled and farmed from Neolithic times. 

Some five or six thousand years ago the agriculture that developed was based on 
extensive grazing of pastures and woodlands, combined with the growing of crops. The 

                                                 
2 Geology & Biodiversity in the designated National Park: An area of national and international importance – 

Inquiry Document No: 3275/13/1 
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landscapes that are so valued today for their scenic beauty and their wildlife and rich 
archaeology were all man managed.  Centuries of traditional management systems 
resulted in the flower rich permanent pastures on the chalk, seasonally flooded water 
meadows in the valleys, the extensive lowland heaths on the sandy soils of the West 
Weald, and the ancient grazed woodlands of the west.  The fact that many parishes in 
the South Downs are long narrow strips which combine downland and the lowland 
pastures of the Weald reflects this agricultural history.  These permanently vegetated 
areas are very rich in wildlife and support a great range of both higher and lower plants, 
insects and birds, many of them characteristic of the area.  This is the case because 
change was slow and many organisms had time to adapt to the new conditions. 

 
7. Although there have been fluctuations in the amount of arable farming on the Downs, 

the fact is that for centuries there had been a large amount of permanent semi-natural 
habitat on which no cultivation had taken place.  The agricultural use of these areas was 
for grazing as part of a mixed farming system.  It was this resource which has by far the 
highest public value for its wildlife, landscape, public access and historical and cultural 
significance. 

 
8. Policies.  There was a fundamental shift in British agricultural policy during the Second 

World War which saw the introduction of highly interventionist policies which told 
farmers what to grow.  These were consolidated in the 1947 Agriculture Act which 
sought to make Britain self-sufficient in temperate food stuffs.  Successive 
Governments made available financial incentives to all farmers on an unprecedented 
scale with grants to plough, fence and drain land throughout the country.  Through 
Pillar 1 of the European Common Agricultural Policy production subsidies rose to 
£220/ha for cereals, oilseeds and set aside, while premiums for suckler cows were £120 
per animal and £13 for sheep.  In parallel, there were Government grants and tax 
incentives to establish woodland, mainly conifers, planted on lowland heaths.   

 
9. Farming Practices.  South Downs farmers responded with enthusiasm to the post-war 

policy changes, using newly available farm machinery and applying artificial fertilizers, 
fungicides and insecticides, they converted large parts of the permanent grassland of the 
downs to arable production.  Farms got larger and more specialised and traditional slack 
season tasks of laying hedges, clearing ditches, or repairing dewponds were greatly 
reduced or abandoned.  Comprehensive data on land use and agriculture are not readily 
available for the whole of the SDNP area so some data sets are based on DEFRA 
Agricultural Census returns presented in Ansell et al (2002).  These apply to the 
combined area of the East Hampshire and Sussex Downs AONBs, which cover about 
1,374 km 2, or about 84% of the SDNP.  The data can, therefore, be considered 
representative of the broader area.  

 
10. Farm Type. Commercial farms have got bigger and fields have also been sold off for 

amenity purposes.  Figures show that in recent years there has been a decrease in the 
number of medium sized farms of 50 – 100 ha, and a significant increase in the number 
of holdings less than 5 ha in size, particularly in the areas of the chalk scarp, and the 
Wealden areas.  On the dip slope, more than 50% of farms are larger than 100 ha and 
other data suggest an increase in the number of farms over 200 ha.  In contrast, the 
impact of recent farming practices on the non-chalk areas has been relatively benign. 
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These areas still retain many small fields, hedgerows and woodlands and still retain the 
character established in mediaeval times.  

 
11. Land Use.  Since 1940, large parts of the permanent grassland of the Downs have been 

converted to arable production.  Crops, fallows and permanent pasture occupy about 
75% of the total agricultural area and the major crop remains winter wheat.  This 
cropping pattern has meant the loss of winter stubbles and of ley fields, and traditional 
rotations, all of which were important components of landscape and in the maintenance 
of wildlife populations.  Numbers of cattle have fallen reflecting the decline in dairy 
farming, but numbers of beef cattle and sheep have remained fairly constant during the 
1990s at about 49,000 and 130,000 respectively.   

 

Agr iculture in the Rural Economy of the South East 
 
12. These agricultural policies also transformed the rural economy. Agriculture, forestry 

and fishing now account for only 2% of employment in the rural areas, while 27% is in 
retail and wholesale distribution and hotels and catering and a further 21% in financial 
and business services (Countryside Agency 2003).  In the rural areas of the three 
counties of Hampshire, West Sussex and East Sussex only 1.5% of all businesses are in 
the agriculture, forestry and fisheries sector, while 17% are in distribution, hotels and 
catering and 25% in financial services (SEEDA 2002).  The importance of agriculture 
and forestry in rural areas is not, therefore, primarily because of their contribution to the 
economy or employment, but because they occupy the greatest area of land, almost 70% 
of the South Downs.   

 

The Impact of Recent Farming Practices 
 
13. Post-war farming practices have had a significant impact on the nature of the area of the 

SDNP, some of which are benign, others less so.  The positive environmental benefits 
of agriculture can include aesthetic, recreation and amenity values.  This is evident in 
the South Downs from the fact the area attracts millions of visit every year, more than 
any existing National Park and the fact that visits have risen over the years.  Also, the 
agricultural changes do not seem to have tempered people’s attraction to the South 
Downs and equally their overwhelming support for a South Downs National Park.  
Other benefits from agriculture are linked to nutrient recycling and carbon sequestration 
by trees and soils.  Positive social benefits include the provision of jobs and the 
contribution to the local economy and rural communities as well as the physical and 
spiritual well-being derived from enjoyment of the landscape.  Hartridge and Pearce 
(2001) have shown that the total value of environmental services amount to £0.9 billion 
annually across the UK, though there are no regional estimates.   

 
14. However, there are significant environmental and natural resource impacts and costs 

from agriculture.  In the South Downs, increases in the area under arable crops and 
intensive management of improved grassland have changed the appearance of the 
landscape and the diversity of natural habitats, have contributed to land degradation 
through erosion, have resulted in the loss of much wildlife and have affected the cultural 
heritage of prehistoric remains and traditional buildings.  Agriculture also has had 
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significant adverse downstream effects, estimated at £20.2 million per year for the 
Sussex Downs and East Hampshire AONBs (Ansell et al 2002). 

 
15. The policies which drove these changes were instigated by Government and the EU and 

in so far as there were any negotiations and consultations, these were directly between 
MAFF and the farming community, whose interest naturally was in making a decent 
living, not in providing public benefits.  It must however be noted in passing that the 
local authorities legally responsible for protecting the Sussex Downs and East 
Hampshire AONBs did very little by way of  documenting adverse change and pressing 
Government for policy changes.  This is in sharp contrast with the National Parks who 
were in the vanguard of those calling for policy changes to protect the countryside and 
introducing new approaches to ameliorate the effects.  More information can be found 
in Chapter 3 of the CNP report ‘South Downs National Park – Opportunities for 
Enhancement’ 3.  

 

The Introduction of Agr i-environment Policies 
 
16. By the late 1970s, there was a growing realization of the adverse environmental 

consequences of some modern farming practices and the profound nature of the changes 
that were taking place in the countryside.  An experiment was set up in the Broads 
(itself now a member of the National Parks family) by the Countryside Commission, 
using its powers under Section 4 of the Countryside Act 1968 to see if it could halt the 
decline.  The experiment was a success and the result was the introduction of the 
Environmentally Sensitive Areas (ESA) scheme in the UK.  The South Downs was one 
of the first priority areas to which the scheme was applied, due to concerns expressed by 
voluntary agencies, supported by English Nature and the Countryside Commission over 
damage to the landscape and loss of habitat and biodiversity.  

 
17. Similar agri-environment schemes providing publicly financed incentives to land 

owners to adopt environmentally beneficial practices were subsequently developed.  
The Countryside Commission (now the Countryside Agency) introduced the 
experimental Countryside Stewardship Scheme (CSS) and the Ministry of Agriculture 
and the Forestry Commission continued to develop grants for woodlands.  These 
schemes have been brought together under the umbrella of the England Rural 
Development Programme.  

 

Agr i-Environment Programmes and their  Impact 
 
18. The South Downs ESA scheme has been the most important initiative in the area aimed 

at changing farming systems and agricultural land use.  It has grown in complexity and 
sophistication over the years, but still employs the basic principle of compensating 
farmers for loss of profit resulting from farming in a way that provides public benefits. 
However it was only available on the chalk east of the Meon Valley and this left out 
important components of the South Downs landscape.  The most recent data available 
from DEFRA is for 1999-2000 which shows a cumulative total of around 15,500 ha, or 
about 22% of the 69,051 hectares of eligible land in the South Downs ESA, being 

                                                 
3 South Downs National Park – Opportunities for Enhancement – Inquiry Document No: CD 207 
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included in the scheme.  However, only 16% of the total eligible land is in the highest 
tiers (1-3) which aim at the establishment of permanent grassland, and only 5,556 ha or 
8%, in Tier 1, the establishment of species rich permanent grassland on chalk.  These 
figures are probably an overestimate, as they are cumulative and do not reflect the areas 
from previous years that are no longer in the scheme.   

 
19. Landscape.  There is no doubt that the ESA scheme on the chalk halted the loss of 

valuable habitats and improved the visual appearance by increasing the amount of 
grassland.  This scheme, together with the acquisitions and/or management of land by 
English Nature, the National Trust, the Wildlife Trusts and some local authorities has 
certainly enhanced the landscape.    

 
20. Permanent chalk grassland.  Whilst the landscape of the chalk Downs has been 

enhanced and archaeology protected under grass, progress in the restoration of wildlife 
habitats has been less satisfactory. The MAFF monitoring report for the period 1987 – 
1995 showed that quality improvements in pasture were few and slow and the springy 
chalk turf on which Hudson walked in the early part of the twentieth century, with its 50 
plus species per square metre, had not been re-created.  It has been demonstrated, for 
instance at Seven Sisters Country Park, that a significant number of typical chalk 
downland plants and insects will return within fifteen to twenty years to fields that are 
unfertilized and grazed.  However, it would require long-term extensive management 
over a period of 50 to 100 years to restore such areas to their full glory, which cannot be 
achieved with short-term contracts.  

 
21. Whilst the ESA scheme concentrated on the chalk landscapes; the much smaller 

Countryside Stewardship Scheme (CSS) was introduced later in the South Downs and 
has brought improved management to other habitats that are important such as wetlands 
and heathlands.  But, to put things in context, expenditure on these two schemes in the 
financial year 1999 – 2000 amounted to just over £2 million.  This must be compared 
with around £1.5 million spent by all the local authorities and the Government on the 
two AONBs, and the £20 million in direct production subsidies to farmers.  

 
22. Three important criticisms have been made of the agri-environment schemes:  
 

• They are costly and pay farmers not to do something; 
 
• They do not deliver permanence as agreements are only for ten years, with a           

five year break clause, and longer periods are required to restore and maintain 
high quality landscapes, habitats and archaeological remains, and 

 
• Monitoring was discontinued by MAFF in 1995, so it is difficult to determine 

what is being achieved.   
 
 To which might be added that the local authorities, who are legally responsible for     

protecting the natural beauty of the AONBs, have a very weak and ill defined role in 
designing and delivering these schemes.    
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Policy Changes in 2004 – 2012 
 
23. The policies and programmes that have affected agriculture during most of the post-war 

period are in the process of change, and these changes will have a significant impact on 
agriculture, land management and potentially on the natural beauty of the South 
Downs.  The changes have resulted from the European Union’s continuing need to 
modify the Common Agricultural Policy as a result of continuing negotiations on 
international agreements on tariffs and trade.   

 
24. Single Farm Payment Scheme.  The most significant change will be the breaking of 

the link between production and subsidies.  The introduction of Single Farm Payments 
will result in South Downs farmers receiving payments of some £20 million annually. 
The payments will be area-based with an element of cross-compliance, that is farmers 
will only receive a payment for every acre of the farm, irrespective of what is grown, 
provided they meet certain basic environmental regulations.  There will be a transition 
to a flat rate payment over an eight year period. 

 
25. Environmental Stewardship.  In 2001 DEFRA initiated a review of agri-environment 

schemes, in particular the ESA scheme and CSS.  Following public consultations a new 
agri-environment scheme referred to as Environmental Stewardship is being developed. 
The scheme will have two levels: 

 
•        a Higher Level Scheme (HLS) which will replace ESA and CSS. 
 
•        an Entry Level Scheme (ELS) available to all farmers and introduced as a result  

of recommendations by the Curry Commission that followed the BSE and foot 
and mouth crisis, and  

 
 DEFRA is currently consulting on these schemes and so final details are not yet 

available. 
 
26. Entry Level Scheme.  ELS is a targeted scheme designed to address environmental 

problems of pollution, loss of biodiversity, damage to the historic environment and loss 
of landscape character.  Farmers present a simple environmental farm record and then 
choose from a wide range of options linked to management of field boundaries, trees 
and woodlands, buffer strips, arable and forage crops, increase crop diversity, erosion 
and grassland and a number of overall management plans.  Applications are to be 
handled electronically and monitoring costs will be minimal.  Standards for entry are set 
low, so that 75% of farms are expected to qualify.  Payment of up to £30/ha for the 
whole qualifying holding is made to farmers through successful implementation of 
selected options.  There is also an Organic Entry Level Scheme (OELS) with payments 
at the higher rate of £60/ha. 

 
27. Higher Level Scheme.  The HLS scheme is designed to improve wildlife conservation, 

protect the historic environment, maintain landscape quality and character, promote 
public access and understanding, and protect natural resources.  Two secondary 
objectives are flood management and genetic conservation.  The HLS will have a four 
tier structure, with priority given to the maintenance tier, that is, ongoing specialized 
management of  high value land and assets, as this represents the best value for money.  
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There will in addition be restoration, re-creation and support tiers.  Entry to the scheme 
is based on a farm audit which provides the basis for an agreed farm level 
environmental management plan.  Payments will be based on income foregone 
calculations as under the existing ESA scheme.  Cross compliance under the SFP 
provisions is compulsory, so the HLS will only pay for management that goes beyond 
the compulsory provisions.  Agreements will be for a 10 year period and outcome 
monitoring will be an important part of the scheme.  Details of implementation 
arrangements and payment levels are under discussion and will not be made public until 
the launch of the scheme in 2005, however it is certain that the HLS scheme will be 
targeted at the National Parks and DEFRA see the NPAs as providing a key role in 
helping deliver the scheme on the ground. 

 
28. To what extent agricultural policy changes and the new Environmental Stewardship 

scheme will deliver the public good more effectively than past policies and schemes is 
still to be proven.  The emphasis on monitoring outcomes is a major improvement over 
existing schemes and should lead to more effective achievement of objectives.   
However, although the Single Farm Payment scheme reduces incentives for production, 
it is not designed to deliver environmental or social and cultural outcomes.  The ELS 
rewards farmers who have retained conservation features as an integral part of their 
farm management, but it does not represent a radical change in environmental 
management, given that 75% of farmers are expected to qualify.  The HLS focuses on 
maintenance, that is, the management of existing environmental resources rather than 
restoration.  Both ELS and HLS suffer from constraints due to the restricted duration of 
the agreements which is of particular importance in the South Downs.  Factors related to 
returns to labour, land values and land rental that affected ESA schemes are also likely 
to have an influence on the Environmental Stewardship scheme. There is also likely to 
be some confusion over monitoring as the SFP is based on a Farm Appraisal, the ELS 
on a Farm Audit and the HLS on a Farm Environmental Plan, each of which is designed 
and approved by a different section of DEFRA.  A further important issue is the balance 
between payments made under the Environmental Stewardship scheme and the SFP.  
Unless Environmental Stewardship payments add significantly to SFP payments, there 
is little incentive for farmers to enter the schemes. 

 

THE NEED FOR A SOUTH DOWNS NATIONAL PARK 
 
Institutions 
 
29. There is currently a multiplicity of institutions involved in agriculture and landscape 

management in the South Downs area, many of which are also concerned with 
conservation and biodiversity.  They include government ministries at the national and 
regional level, regional authorities, agencies and local authorities.  The complexity of 
the institutional arrangements means that co-ordination is extremely difficult and the 
effectiveness of efforts to deliver overall objectives is reduced.   

 
30. DEFRA is directly responsible for agriculture, which has been shown to have had a 

significant impact on landscapes, wildlife and cultural heritage.  There has been a 
degree of consultation with other involved institutions on the formulation of policies, 
but it is DEFRA that has set the policy, negotiated details in Brussels and employed the 
staff to run and monitor the schemes at local level through its Rural Development 
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Service.  Other agencies have had little influence on setting priorities for interventions 
or monitoring of outcomes.  The local authorities in the South Downs have been largely 
impotent, while the Countryside Agency and more recently English Nature have had to 
devise their own schemes to counteract agricultural policy.  

 
31. The complexity and associated constraints on effectiveness of these arrangements has 

now been recognized by Government.  The institutional framework is being reformed 
following Lord Haskins Review and the Modernising Rural Delivery project.  The 
statutory functions of the Countryside Agency and English Nature will be transferred to 
a new ‘ Integrated Agency’  as will some of DEFRA’s field staff in the Rural 
Development Service.  

 
32. One of the objectives of Modernising Rural Delivery project, which has been accepted 

by Government, is to move decisions about environmental priorities down to a local 
level.  Once again, many of the details of how this new framework will function are not 
yet settled. 

 
33. These policy and institutional changes are the largest that have been made since the 

1940s.  Whilst it is not yet clear what effect they will have on the South Downs, it is 
clear that Government has now recognised that agri-environment policy is one of the 
keys to allowing bodies charged with protecting the natural beauty of the countryside to 
deliver.  The commitment to local involvement in delivery will also provide a real 
opportunity for a National Park Authority to play a positive role in this process. 

 
34. Current policy making and delivery of conservation land management within the South 

Downs AONBs is fragmented, uncoordinated and financially inefficient.  
 
35. The establishment of a South Downs National Park Authority is especially desirable 

because the Authority would provide the focus and the mechanisms needed to conserve 
and enhance this internationally important landscape. 

 

The Role of the National Park Author ity 
 
36. Statutory Author ity.  A South Downs National Park is especially desirable because it 

would lead to the establishment of a single statutory authority that would give priority 
to ensuring that public funding delivers the public good in the most economically 
efficient manner.  Its duties are wider and more rigorous than those of a Conservation 
Board for an AONB in which the emphasis is on management of the countryside with 
regard to conservation.  An NPA also has greater powers to enforce environmental 
regulations.  The South Downs NPA would, therefore, provide an effective means of 
achieving the desired goal of enhanced natural beauty and biodiversity balanced with 
economic and social outcomes and a reduction of adverse externalities.  In other words 
a means of creating and maintaining the multi-functional countryside that society seeks. 

 
37. Funding.  A South Downs National Park would bring additional resources to the area as 

the NPA would be funded through a National Park Grant from central government.  
Significantly, these funds would be available permanently, allowing the NPA to define 
long-term objectives in partnership with landowners and to lease or purchase land, 
which a Conservation Board for an AONB is not able to do.  The ability to target 
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funding from various agencies to agreed priorities within the Park area would be 
another advantage and experience has shown that with the co-operation of DEFRA 
officials, ESA scheme funding has supported the implementation of NP Management 
Plans in some other National Parks. 

 
38. A National Park Authority would have a strong voice in defining the priorities through 

the new mechanisms being put in place to allocate funding for agri-environment 
programmes at regional level, as DEFRA has recently confirmed.  It should be in a 
position to influence the funding strategies of these bodies and other fund giving bodies 
such as the Lottery Distribution Boards.  It could also engage with a range of partners 
and potential funding bodies to lever funds for specific South Downs projects.  

 

Implementation Mechanisms  
 
39. Par tnerships.  Experience in other national parks shows the critical need for the NPA 

to build and develop partnerships with farmers and other landowners, and with other 
agencies responsible for planning and delivery of projects and programmes affecting 
landscape management.  Delivery of the public good may often require a long-term 
perspective of 25 years or more, so it is important that partnerships and agreements 
secure long-term objectives and are based on a strategic management plan, which 
includes local biodiversity action plans and policies for the implementation of jointly 
prepared cultural heritage and landscape strategies.  

 
40. At the level of policy formulation the NPA’s role would be based on consultation with 

and the provision of visionary advice and technical inputs to the responsible agencies.  
An important element of this partnership would be an iterative process to revise and 
update policies on the basis of experience.  At the level of delivery of programmes, the 
NPA’s role would be to act as a facilitator and broker, bringing together the suppliers 
and users of services or programmes.  The NPA would also introduce its own 
innovative delivery mechanisms where needed to achieve objectives that could not be 
secured by national schemes alone.  This function has been referred to as the “ first-stop 
shop” concept.  This would be supported by NPA and partner advisory services on 
environmentally friendly agriculture and landscape management, based on experience 
within the SDNP and other National Parks.  A third important role for the NPA would 
be participation in monitoring and evaluation, of both inputs and outcomes as discussed 
above. 

 
41. Experience in the other National Park Authorities in England and Wales, with their 

skilled staff of Countryside Managers who are in day to day contact with farmers, has 
shown that they are very well placed to drive forward schemes at the practical level.  No 
details have yet been published, but the outlines of the institutional reform proposals 
published suggest that the opportunity to second staff from the Integrated Agency to the 
National Park may exist and would greatly improve the delivery of the National Park 
Management Plan.  

 
42. Accountability.  Because of its national remit, delivered through a local structure, the 

South Downs NPA would be well placed to provide a publicly accountable local 
delivery service for national funding streams.  This would be closely linked to 
monitoring, not only inputs, primarily funding, but more importantly outcomes, that is, 
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the achievement of objectives.  The importance of monitoring cannot be over-
emphasized as the lack of systematic monitoring of the ESA scheme in the South 
Downs area means that since 1987, approximately £1.5 – 2.0 million has been 
distributed annually but there is no assessment of outcomes.  Consequently, since 1995 
when outcome monitoring by MAFF was stopped, there is no knowledge of the impact 
of scheme funded interventions, or even of the permanence of any changes achieved.  
To avoid such problems, the NPA would draw together data from all the involved 
agencies to provide a record of the total expenditure of public funds on agri-
environment and other schemes within the SDNP, and the impact of such expenditure.  
This requires openness and sharing of data by all agencies, though past experience 
shows that such data are not always readily available.  The data would enable a 
judgement to be made as to whether particular schemes are first of all delivering the 
desired public good, and second as to whether they provide value for money. 

 
43. Opportunities for  Enhancement.  There are many opportunities to improve the 

protection and to enhance the natural beauty of the South Downs.  The South Downs 
ESA scheme only applies to part of the park and has only reached a proportion of the 
farming community.  There is a real need to use the new policy framework to extend 
these schemes to protect and enhance the landscape across the whole park.  The 
National Park Authority could play a key role in achieving this. 

 
44. Some of the critical components of the South Downs landscape have become 

fragmented and difficult to manage within the constraints of modern farming systems. 
An extreme example is that no lowland heaths are currently managed as part of a 
commercial farming operation.  But to a degree this is also true for some other 
landscape features.  Fragmentation has also reduced the long term biological viability of 
many sites.  

 
45. The SDC believes that an important priority for a South Downs National Park Authority 

will be to define and deliver a restoration agenda; linking isolated remnants of key 
landscapes together by means of carefully restored habitats.  This will make them easier 
and more economic to manage.  To succeed, proper arrangements also need to be put in 
place to ensure that grazing animals are available as has been pioneered in the 
Hampshire Grazing Animals Project, and that there is a market for the produce as is 
being tested in the Sussex Downs Conservation Board’s lamb marketing proposals. 
Only a National Park will have the ability to pull these elements together effectively and 
have the capacity to fully development them. 

 
46. A much fuller account of the opportunities for enhancing the South Downs is set out in 

the report “South Downs National Park – Opportunities for Enhancement”  published in 
2001 by the Council for National Parks4. 

 
47. Goals.  The creation of a South Downs National Park Authority would provide a clear 

focus for setting priorities for the protection and enhancement of the South Downs 
landscape.  The statutory National Park Plan would be the means of achieving this.  The 
South Downs Campaign would like to see priority given to the protection and proper 
management of the important features of the South Downs that remain: the heathlands 

                                                 
4 South Downs National Park – Opportunities for Enhancement, Inquiry Document No: CD 207 
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of the west weald, the intimate farmed landscapes of the Hampshire and West Sussex 
parts of the Park, the hangers and ancient woodlands, the wet meadows of the eastern 
and central sections, the ancient monuments and cultural relics, the chalk grasslands of 
the high downs, and the parkland landscapes of the large estates.  The Sussex Downs 
Conservation Board has shown, in a small, embryonic way, in its greensand heath 
restoration project, what a NPA could achieve.   

 
48. National Park Authorities have been good at devising solutions to environmental and 

other problems that suit their area.  A SDNPA should lead in devising ways of restoring 
and recreating habitats to create sustainable landscape blocks that can be managed 
economically and deliver the full range of public benefits.  This will provide a challenge 
in terms of the physical techniques to be used, creating partnerships, promoting 
marketing and many more.  

 
49. The SDNPA would be in a good position to monitor delivery of both National and 

Regional targets and to judge and advise upon the effectiveness of schemes.  The 
abandonment of monitoring by MAFF has meant that considerable expertise has been 
lost and lessons have not been learnt from the ESA experience. 

 
50. In the short term the SDNPA should be seeking to add value and local focus by: 
 

• More effective targeting; 
 
• Addressing the reasons for the poor take up of the ESA scheme; 
 
• Ensuring that the new schemes deliver the South Downs agenda; 
 
• Developing arrangements with the Implementation Agency for joint delivery on 

the ground; 
 
• Devising new and innovative ways of restoring and recreating landscapes to 

ensure their long term survival; 
 
• Acting on behalf of the other national agencies. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
51. Agriculture is one of the most important determinants of natural beauty; farmers over 

the centuries have fashioned this highly valued landscape and they have changed it in 
the last 50 years with the active help and encouragement of Government and EU 
intervention.  Adverse changes were recognised in the 1970s and 1980s to have taken 
place since the 1940s.  National Park Authorities played a significant part in identifying 
these problems and contributing to their solution. 

 
52. The introduction of agri-environment policies and specifically the South Downs ESA 

scheme had some success in turning the tide of intensive farming; more sympathetically 
managed grassland has undoubtedly improved the landscape; but there is still much to 
be done.  High quality biological resources with access, restoration to link areas and 
make them more viable, permanent solutions that respect the long term nature of 
archaeological sites and some habitats need new approaches and a National Park 
Authority with the local knowledge and organisation to identify and target priority 
areas. 

 
53. Reform of the CAP and institutional reform of the agencies are the most dramatic 

changes in policy for 50 years.  They have the potential to provide both the tools and the 
opportunity to secure the protection of the South Downs landscape and to enhance it 
and repair damage where this has occurred.  The National Park Authorities have been 
good at doing this in the past.  A strong South Downs National Park Authority would 
provide the best means of achieving this.  It would have staff on the ground dealing day 
to day with farmers and the public, and be best placed to local environmental priorities 
and broker innovative solutions. 

 
54. Having considered the role of agriculture in the South Downs, and the role that a 

National Park Authority might play, the South Downs Campaign recommends that: 
 

Recommendation 1: The SDNPA be granted the necessary authority and resources to 
manage the new agri-environment policies being introduced 

 
Recommendation 2: The Higher Level Scheme be applied to the whole of the SDNPA  
 
Recommendation 3: The staff of the Integrated Agency be seconded to the NPA 
  
Recommendation 4: The NPA is encouraged to devise innovative solutions to 

creating a sustainable South Downs landscape 
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