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To be ignorant of what occurred before you were born is to remain always a child. For what is the worth of human life, unless woven into the life of our ancestors by the records of history?


From Cicero, Orator ad M Brutum, XXXIV (120)
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Foreword



In its centenary year, Tim Sands has produced a masterly account of The Wildlife Trusts’ leading role in the conservation of Britain’s wildlife heritage and the remarkable changes of character and fortune that it has undergone in the process. Charles Rothschild’s reason for founding the Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves in 1912 was to ensure the protection of places for nature at a time of rapidly growing human demands on land and natural resources. In spite of the preparation of a countrywide list of places ‘worthy of preservation’, Rothschild’s visionary plans went largely unheeded in a country exhausted by four years of devastating war. It was the devotion of its long-serving Honorary Secretary Dr Herbert Smith that kept the Society alive through the bleak interwar years, and so enabled it to play a vital role in the planning for conservation and nature reserves after the Second World War.


With the creation of the Nature Conservancy and provisions for government action on nature reserves one of Rothschild’s principal aims had been achieved, but the future of the Society, hampered by an archaic constitution and meagre resources, was once again uncertain. At that point in the late 1950s, the rapidly growing grassroots movement of county and regional Wildlife Trusts adopted the Society as their national association, providing ‘old premises for a new movement’ and giving it new life and purpose.


In 1975, at a critical time in the Society’s history, the author becomes involved in the action and for the next 30 years fills a succession of senior posts. This ideally qualifies him to compile this history, but as a good historian he makes a dispassionate assessment of developments, seeking the recollections and views of others involved. The Society’s first task, as he describes, was to help Trusts strengthen their local base, disseminate experience and attract funding from national sources to enable them to acquire nature reserves and employ staff. Devising a structure and system of governance which reconciles the essential independence of the individual Trusts with their need to act together to achieve shared objectives was not always a smooth process, as his account reveals. But a determination to succeed has produced a strong and influential organisation to serve the interests of the Trusts and promote the environmental and social purposes of wildlife conservation so that ‘Space for Nature’ is no longer confined to isolated bastions – vital though those have been for the last hundred years – but becomes an integral element in the management of land and natural resources.


The breadth and variety of the Wildlife Trusts movement is conveyed by accounts of all the 47 associated Trusts and by a Reference Section which describes the events and principal characters which have shaped the development of the Society and the Trusts. Outstanding among those is Tim Sands, the author of this timely and remarkable book, who for more than 40 years with quiet modesty but firm and dedicated purpose has played a vitally important role across the whole of the environmental movement.


Arthur Edward ‘Ted’ Smith January 2012




Preface


Wildlife in Trust is a history, not the history of The Wildlife Trusts. It is not a book about British wildlife per se. Instead it takes a wider look at the threats that have faced the country’s wildlife and wild places over the past 100 years, and The Wildlife Trusts’ responses to these challenges. It also provides the organisation with a comprehensive record of its history for the first time.


Part I describes a selection of the most significant moments in the organisation’s history, from its formation as the Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves in 1912, through an inter-war lull, to its resurgence during and after the Second World War. It tells the story of how the Society was adopted by the young Trust movement as its national organisation in the 1950s and 60s, and then describes the remarkable expansion of the Trusts and the evolution of their national body.


Part II is a series of essays on the history of the 47 Wildlife Trusts, written by people intimately associated with them. Every Trust has a rich history of its own people and places that is difficult to do justice to in a single essay. Nevertheless, these contributions ensure that the story of local nature conservation is still writ large across the pages of this book.


Part III is a reference section containing additional information about personalities and office holders, campaigns and events, organisations and statistics.


This book is designed to be used as a ‘handbook’. Entries in Part II (individual Trust names) and Part III (names of people, places, documents and subject areas such as ‘otter conservation’) appear throughout in uppercase lettering, generally where they are first mentioned on each page. In this way the entries in Part II and Part III are clearly signposted for those wanting to find out more. This entails a certain amount of repetition but in this way it has been possible for Part I, in particular, to keep to the ‘main path’ of the story.


I use ‘the Society’ throughout for the central organisation and, latterly, the collective movement of Trusts. For simplicity, I refer to each of the Trusts using their city, county or country prefix, for example, the Cornwall Trust.


Much of the story in Part I reflects the activities and decisions of the key players and committees and it is their names that dominate the pages of this book. But the dedication and determination of thousands of other people have made the many achievements of The Wildlife Trusts possible. Although their names may not appear, the following pages are testament to their contribution.


As well as living and working through many of the events described in Wildlife in Trust I have researched the Society’s archives and met with many of the key figures involved. I hope readers of Wildlife in Trust will enjoy exploring its pages and will be inspired by what has gone before, and what it can teach us about rising to future challenges. After all, one of the best things about history is creating it.


 


 


Tim Sands May 2012
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CHAPTER 1



Beginning and belief 1912–1939



Here and there in these islands are to be found bits of ‘wilderness’ where some of the ancient life – now so rapidly being destroyed – still flourishes.


From Diversions of a Naturalist by Sir Ray Lankester, 1915


 


 


It is Thursday 16th May 1912, 30 years since the death of Charles Darwin, a few weeks since Captain Robert Scott perished on his heroic polar expedition and two years before the start of the First World War. The Times carries a full report of the latest evidence in the 15 day-old inquiry into the sinking of the Titanic. On this sunny but blustery May day, CHARLES ROTHSCHILD* has arranged to get together with three others – CHARLES EDWARD FAGAN, Assistant Secretary at the Natural History Museum in London; WILLIAM ROBERT OGILVIE-GRANT, its Assistant Keeper of Zoology and the HONORABLE FRANCIS ROBERT HENLEY, a fellow Northamptonshire landowner and close friend. He wants to discuss with them his ideas for a new society, ideas that he has been pondering for a dozen or more years. Rothschild plans to call the new society – the Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves (SPNR). Its main aim will be “to urge by means of the press, by personal efforts, and by correspondence with local societies and individuals the desirability of preserving in perpetuity sites suitable for nature reserves”.1


The four men who met that day could never have imagined the huge changes that would befall society and the British countryside in the decades to come; nor the central role their new Society would play in the nation’s response to those changes.


PROTECTING PLACES FOR WILDLIFE


The idea of protecting wildlife habitats rather than individual species of wildlife was not at the forefront of thinking at the time. During the previous century, studying the natural world had remained popular and, although the threats to plants and animals had been recognised, the main focus had been on legislation to stop cruelty and over-collecting. The emphasis was not on safeguarding sites nor, still less, on changing land-use policy. The Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA), founded in 1824 to reduce cruelty to domestic animals, such as cows and horses, had widened its brief first to stop bear-baiting and cockfighting and later in the century to bird protection. The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) had been formed in 1889 to stop the killing of thousands of birds, such as egrets, herons and birds of paradise, for their feathers as fashion accessories.


What Rothschild was now proposing was a society to develop a broader-based, more coherent policy towards the protection of wildlife. His plan was twofold: first, to identify wildlife areas in the country ‘worthy of preservation’ and second, to encourage others to acquire the sites and to look after them. In the first place, the proposal was to hand over sites to The National Trust for protection under special conditions.


ROTHSCHILD’S ideas were not widely accepted or understood. Indeed, for many, establishing sanctuaries for wildlife was considered a very expensive solution and one likely to attract the attention of collectors. The historian, John Sheail, writes, “during the first twenty or thirty years of its existence the SPNR and its concept of nature reserves were outside the mainstream of the nature preservation movement, which was primarily concerned with crushing cruelty towards animals and such practices as bird-catching and egg-collecting”.2


Undaunted, the Society held its first formal meeting on 26th July 1912 in the Board Room of the Natural History Museum in London when the nature and objects of the Society were outlined by Rothschild from the chair. They were to:


“collect and collate information as to areas of land in the United Kingdom which retain primitive conditions and contain rare and local species liable to extinction owing to building, drainage and disafforestation, or in consequence of the cupidity of collectors;


prepare a scheme showing which areas should be secured;


obtain these areas and hand them over to The National Trust under such conditions as may be necessary;


preserve for posterity as a national possession some part at least of our native land, its fauna, flora and geological features;


encourage the love of nature, and to educate public opinion to a better knowledge of the value of nature study”.3


It was agreed to publicise these through a circular to members, the many existing independent local natural history societies and the press. It was also agreed to invite the Speaker of the House of Commons, James Lowther MP, (see ULLSWATER, VISCOUNT) to become the Society’s first PRESIDENT.


SHAPING THE ORGANISATION


It would be a year before the Society decided to proceed with incorporating itself as a limited company. However, an ‘unexpected delay’ in its Memorandum and Articles being approved by the Board of Trade meant that by February 1914 it was considering becoming incorporated by Royal Charter instead. Things moved slowly and almost two years passed before the Society finally went ahead and petitioned the Privy Council for a Charter of incorporation – a Royal Charter. This was soon granted and was duly signed by King George V on 20th September 1916. The Society adopted a RED KITE, drawn by the naturalist and accomplished wildlife artist GEORGE EDWARD LODGE, as its first LOGO three years later.


There was no intention that the Society should be an open or democratic organisation. There were places for up to 50 members of Council and an unlimited number of Associates. All members of Council were elected for life or until they resigned, so there was little opportunity for replacing inactive members or bringing in new blood. Candidates for election as Associates had to be recommended from ‘personal knowledge’ by two members of the Society. Decisions were taken by a few individuals on the Society’s Executive Committee and to a lesser extent on its Council and relied heavily on ROTHSCHILD himself.


At the fourth meeting of the Executive in June 1913, Sir Robert Hunter “deprecated the proposals”4 to incorporate the Society as a limited company and the rights this might give to Associate members was questioned. It was not until 1923 that the Society felt any compunction to communicate with its Associates and began to publish a HANDBOOK containing brief accounts of the Society’s activities, a short annual report and a list of members. The first edition of the Handbook acknowledged that the Associates “might justifiably suppose that it (the Society) is inert or even moribund”.5 The editorial tried, rather unconvincingly, to blame the previous lack of communication on the fact that the Society, as a rule, had had to “act quietly and unobtrusively lest by directing public attention to a particular area it should bring about the destruction of what it desired to preserve”.6 It would be 1943 before the Society held its first General Meeting in the apartments of the Linnean Society of London at Burlington House.


FOUNDING FATHERS AND EARLY ACTIVITY


In addition to his three co-founders, ROTHSCHILD gathered around him a formidable group of people. Among them was a future Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, and a high-ranking civil servant, Sir Sydney Olivier – the Permanent Secretary at the Board of Agriculture and Fisheries. On the Council were his friend and neighbour, the ‘king of plants’, GEORGE CLARIDGE DRUCE, and the eminent plant ecologist, Arthur George Tansley. Sir Robert Hunter, one of the three founding figures of The National Trust, attended the first few meetings but was replaced as The National Trust’s representative on his death in 1913 by Francis Wall Oliver, Professor of Botany at University College London. There were also four Members of Parliament – the Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey; the Secretary of State for the Colonies, the Right Honourable Lewis Harcourt; Liberal MP for Chesterton and later Secretary of State for India, Edwin Samuel Montagu; and the Liberal MP for Walworth (later for Southwark South East), James Arthur Dawes, who was appointed as the Society’s Honorary Solicitor in June 1913. Across the membership there were no less than 50 Fellows of the Royal Society. By April 1914, at the time of the first Council meeting, there were 33 Council members and 173 Associates, all potential helpers in the task of compiling Rothschild’s proposed list of nature reserves (ROTHSCHILD’S LIST).


With Rothschild’s enthusiasm, influential friends and money the Society’s first few years were very productive. It concentrated on preparing its schedule of areas of wildlife importance in England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland.


In December 1912, The Times had published an article, drafted in part by Rothschild, and a special leader publicising the launch of the Society. Reflecting views that would become all too familiar later in the century, the article quoted a recent address to a meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science held in Dundee by Dr Chalmers Mitchell, Secretary of the Zoological Society of London. He had reminded his audience that “each generation is the guardian of the existing resources of the world; it has come into a great inheritance, but only as a trustee”.7 The article continued, “to carry out the objects of the Society prompt action must be taken, for year by year suitable areas become fewer; and local plants and insects are found to have been extirpated when acquisition of a few acres of land would have saved them. Such land is often unsuitable for other purpose; an isolated spot on Government property, a piece of marshland, a bird-haunted cliff, or a stretch of wood and copse where the undergrowth has been allowed to follow its own devices are admirable subjects for nature reserves”.8 The leading article refers to “an urban as well as a rural exodus; and the sum of these movements threaten to destroy both the old densely-packed city areas and the old ‘unspoilt’ country and to substitute a sort of universal suburbanism”.9 However, the article ends on an optimistic note. “The new Society bids fair to provide an admirable organisation for arousing and giving effect to the interest of the public in this cause, and it deserves active support in every county”.10


There were at least 50 other press articles over the coming months, largely stimulated by the original publicity in The Times. In the Daily Telegraph the zoologist, Sir Ray Lankester, for example, wrote, “there are some coast-side marshes, there are East Anglian fens, some open heath-land, and some bits of forest which are yet unspoilt, un-ravaged by blighting, reckless humanity. . . under these circumstances a society has been founded for the formation of ‘nature-reserves’ in the British Islands. . . all who sympathise with the objects of the society should write to the secretary”.11


To keep things moving, in April 1913 the Society also sent out the planned letter, circular and questionnaire to the many independent local natural history clubs and societies, signed by the Society’s joint HONORARY SECRETARIES, asking them to supply information about potential sites.


ROTHSCHILD was at the centre of this activity, coordinating the whole exercise, talking at meetings – for example at a Penzance Chamber of Commerce banquet in February 1914 (see ROTHSCHILD’S LIST) – and visiting and negotiating over sites that he knew about or were brought to his attention. But he also marshalled support, despatching others, mainly friends and members, to all corners of the kingdom.


DRUCE, for example, was “a most willing helper”.12 He travelled to County Kerry, Ireland, in 1914 to check out “an estate at Clooney, on Kenmare Bay, belonging to the Marquis of Lansdowne”.13 The Society’s PRESIDENT, James Lowther (see ULLSWATER, VISCOUNT), had been in communication with Lord Lansdowne who “seemed very willing that the Society should ‘acquire’ the area of land in question”.14 After careful consideration it was decided to refuse the offer. Druce relates how he also examined the “Saltings at Kirby-le-Soken. . . Ray Island, Monk’s Wood. . . Clova and Caenlochan”.15


In December 1913, Sir Edward Grey informed the Honorary Secretary, OGILVIE-GRANT, that the businessman Andrew Carnegie “had offered to hand over part of his Skibo Castle property in Sutherland, to the west of the Shin, should such ground be suitable for the purposes of forming a nature reserve”.16 The Honorary Secretary and the ornithologist EDMUND GUSTAVUS BLOOMFIELD MEADE-WALDO were asked to visit the area the following summer “to see what possibilities the ground offered”.17 Meade-Waldo was a founder member of the Committee set up in 1903 to protect the RED KITE in Wales and had become famous for his sighting in 1905 of a so-called ‘great sea-serpent’18 at the mouth of the Parahiba River in Brazil! Druce also visited Skibo, but once again the offer was turned down.


The Society’s Executive meeting in February 1914, once again chaired by Rothschild, was the most important to date. He came armed with a large number of detailed proposals to take things forward. For example, Rothschild was well aware that if the Society’s ideas were to make headway it needed the backing of key players outside the Society, not least backing from the Government. There was no doubting that it already had impressive contacts with the Government at the highest level, but it needed more formal recognition. It was agreed at the meeting to communicate with the Board of Agriculture and Fisheries and the Board of Education to “ascertain whether they were willing to support the Society, and if so, in what way”.19 Among other things, the Society wanted the Boards represented on the Council of the Society. Thomas Fair Husband, a member of the Government’s Board of Agriculture and Fisheries (The Ministry of Agriculture from December 1919), did indeed attend the first Council meeting two months later together with the Board’s young and recently appointed entomologist, John Claud Fortescue Fryer (see also WOODWALTON FEN).


It was Husband, probably encouraged by Fryer, who alerted Rothschild to a plan for the Government’s Development Commission to reclaim extensive areas of ‘wasteland’ to grow more food – exactly the sorts of places the Society wanted to see as nature reserves. The ‘tip-off’ was taken as a signal that the Society should complete its survey and make a list of sites available to Government as quickly as possible. At the February meeting it was also suggested that, “in the event of any area scheduled by the SPNR being acquired by the Development Commissioners they be asked to consider if a small portion of the same could not be retained as a nature reserve”.20


ROTHSCHILD’S ambitions for nature reserves went beyond these shores. At the February meeting he also proposed that the Society “ask the Governments of India, the Crown Colonies and the self-governing Colonies and Dominions to consider the advisability of making reserves, and to offer to furnish those Governments with a scheme suitable for each country. A tract of virgin forest land ought to be secured in the Solomon Islands, also reserves in the Fanning Islands and Seychelles”.21 It was partly as a result of the Society’s advice to the New Zealand Government, for example, that the New Zealand Forest and Bird Protection Society was established in 1914.


By April 1914, a list of 98 sites had been compiled and “preliminary negotiations with the owners respecting their acquisition or purchase”22 were in hand. These negotiations involved many sites familiar to us today – Box Hill in Surrey, the coombs and cliffs of Cornwall between Bude and Boscastle, Dovedale in Derbyshire, Puffin Island off Anglesey and the archipelago of St Kilda – the latter destined to become Scotland’s first World Heritage Site in 1986.


The task of analysing the many suggestions for sites, and who owned them, took place during 1914 and 1915 and it was finally possible to submit a provisional typewritten schedule of areas ‘worthy of preservation’ (ROTHSCHILD’S LIST) to the Board of Agriculture. A bound version, containing 284 sites in Britain and Ireland, was lodged with the Board in the summer of 1915, and a final revised list was submitted a year later.


PARTNERSHIP WITH THE NATIONAL TRUST?


The original objective of the Society was the ‘promotion’ of nature reserves, the idea being to identify areas of importance and to ask others to look after them. ROTHSCHILD hoped that The National Trust would be the Society’s main partner. Founded in 1895, it was already the subject of an Act of Parliament – the National Trust Act 1907 – which gave it the power to preserve ‘land and tenements (including buildings) of beauty or historic interest’ for the benefit of the nation and introduced the concept that the Trust’s properties would be inalienable. There was initial enthusiasm from The National Trust for Rothschild’s approach. For example, there was close cooperation between the two organisations over the future of Blakeney Point in Norfolk. Rothschild had been impressed with a report on Blakeney by members of the International Society of Phyto-geographers and, when it came onto the market as a potential building site, he was determined to acquire it to stop the development. The site was acquired by Rothschild through public appeal and private donation, largely organised by Professor Francis Oliver (The National Trust’s representative on the Society’s Council) and was handed over to The National Trust in 1912. Blakeney Point was Norfolk’s first nature reserve and for seven years from 1920 the Society helped fund ‘watchers’ to observe the visitors as well as the birds!


There were many cases too of the Society supporting The National Trust’s appeals. For example, parcels of land at one of Britain’s oldest and most famous reserves, Wicken Fen (NATURE RESERVES) in Cambridgeshire, were purchased by The National Trust in 1915, 1916, 1919, 1921 and 1926 with the help of donations from the Society (DONATIONS BY THE SOCIETY BEFORE THE SECOND WORLD WAR). The Society followed this up with further donations towards the management of the reserve on at least ten occasions between 1927 and 1947.


But the close partnership with The National Trust, envisaged by Rothschild, failed to materialise.


After 1918, Peter Marren reports, The National Trust “showed itself cool about acquiring more properties ‘of interest only to the naturalist’”23 and Adrian Phillips comments, “in general. . . the Trust saw nature reserves as a less important aspect of its work than saving threatened landscapes from encroachment”.24


So in 1919, with The National Trust a reluctant player, ROTHSCHILD decided to transfer, ‘free of cost’, 340 acres of WOODWALTON FEN to the Society, including a stilted bungalow built in 1911. Woodwalton Fen, a relic of the once extensive Huntingdonshire Fens, had been acquired by Rothschild in 1910 as a private reserve. The Society’s decision to accept the gift was made all the easier when Rothschild backed it up with a large donation of just over £2,000 of five per cent War Loan stock as an endowment. Rothschild also continued to dip into his own pocket to support the management of the site after this initial gift. The following year, for example, he offered to transfer the lease of 20 acres of additional fen at £10 a year rent and at the same time gave £130 for payment of the rent for 12 years. This was gratefully accepted by the Society. Indeed, after Rothschild’s death, a further 154 acres of land adjoining Woodwalton Fen, purchased by Rothschild at this same time, were also gifted to the Society by his widow.


THE FIRST WORLD WAR YEARS


The country had gone to war with Germany only two years after the formation of the Society. The period that followed had been, not surprisingly, both stressful and disruptive for those left at home. In his Preface to Diversions of a Naturalist, published in September 1915, the zoologist Sir Ray Lankester reflected the country’s anxiety and recommended an interest in nature as a valuable distraction in difficult times. “At this time of stress and anxiety we all, however steadfast in giving our service to the great task in which our country is engaged, must, from time to time, seek intervals of release from the torrent of thoughts which is set going by the tremendous fact that we are fighting for our existence”.25 For the Society too, the war was debilitating. We have seen already, for example, how long it took the Society to complete the process leading up to the Royal Charter. By the sixth anniversary of the inaugural meeting there had only been two Council meetings. The Society’s third Council meeting – the first since the granting of the Royal Charter – should legally have taken place by December 1916 but “owing to the preoccupation of almost every person connected with the Society in matters arising out of the war it has been impossible to comply with the strict letter of the law of the Charter”.26 The meeting was finally convened in June 1918. It received a formal, written report from the Executive Committee for the first time. This spelt out in more detail how the Society’s activities had been hit, not just by the war, but by the ill health of one of its Honorary Secretaries and, more significantly, the ill health of ROTHSCHILD himself.


“The war has. . . necessarily interrupted the work of the Society, whose activities have been largely in abeyance not only in consequence of the outbreak of hostilities but also owing to the regrettable absence of MR WR OGILVIE GRANT, one of the Honorary Secretaries, who has unfortunately been in such bad health. . . while the HONORARY FR HENLEY, the other Honorary Secretary, and Mr JA Dawes MP, the Honorary Solicitor, have been on service with the Forces. To make matters worse the Honorary N Charles Rothschild, to whose keen and enthusiastic interest the Society owes its inception and development, has owing to ill health been compelled temporarily to give up work and go abroad”.27


Sadly, from 1917 onwards Rothschild was absent from all but one of the Society’s Council and Executive meetings. From time to time during his life he had suffered from mental health problems and at the age of 40 he also “fell victim to the epidemic of encephalitis associated with the so-called Spanish influenza which swept across Europe towards the end of the war”.28 Thereafter, ROTHSCHILD experienced further bouts of deep depression that were to end tragically in his taking his own life at his home at ASHTON WOLD on 12th October 1923. His death was “severely felt by the Society”29 and his obituary in Nature stated that by his death “nature in a literal sense, entomology, and it may be added, tropical medicine, have each sustained a formidable blow”.30 The Society had not only lost a “generous and real friend”31 but also its main driving force.


THE LOST YEARS


In May 1919, six months after the end of the war, the Executive presented its second formal report to Council and tried hard to sound more optimistic. “Since the cessation of hostilities a recrudescence of the activities of the Society has been marked, and several important questions are at present under the consideration of the Committee”.32 An updated membership list and a revamped leaflet about the Society were published in 1921 and the Society’s annual HANDBOOK appeared for the first time in 1923. But, in practice, new initiatives were few and far between and, when they did occur, were seldom followed through.


In 1922, for example, the President, VISCOUNT ULLSWATER, and Council member, Viscount Grey of Falloden (James Lowther and Sir Edward Grey had both been elevated to the peerage), wrote a letter to all owners and occupiers of deer forests in Scotland pointing out the “desirability of affording such protection as was possible to the wild cat and pine marten, the two rarest British mammals”.33 When favourable replies were received they were taken at face value and little further action was taken.


When in 1923 “a considerable amount of correspondence”34 was received about plans to construct a ‘motor road’ between Bournemouth and Studland, the Society tried to negotiate with local owners to “secure some part of the district as a reserve before it is too late”.35 But the Handbook again betrays the Society’s accepting stance. “It is doubtful whether anything can be done to save even a portion of this land in its natural and unspoilt state”.36


Two further examples can be cited from the year 1927. In October, the Society was represented by Sir David Prain, MEADE-WALDO and HERBERT SMITH on a deputation of several organisations to the Secretary of State for War. They were protesting against a Government bill to enable the War Office to acquire the manorial rights on certain Surrey commons so it could use them for military manoeuvres and training. The Society, however, appears to have played little part in resolving the issue. The bill was eventually withdrawn when the ‘lords of the manor’ granted the War Office reasonable use of the commons for such purposes without the need for legislation.


In November 1927, the opportunity arose to buy ‘the islands on the edge of the world’, the St Kilda group, as a nature reserve for £3,000. However, “after some discussion the Committee decided to take no action as the scheme was so large and it did not appear that the fauna there was in serious danger”.37


The Society not only lacked motivation, it also lacked funds. Rothschild had hoped that Andrew Carnegie, the Scottish-American businessman and philanthropist who had established a Trust yielding an annual income of £2 million, would support the Society’s objectives. The Society believed that if a quarter of this figure was invested on behalf of the Society, it would be able “to purchase and maintain all the nature reserves it (they) desired to acquire in the British Isles for all time”.38 Despite approaches by Grey and others, Carnegie had declined to help.


Although the Society received a bequest of £5,000 under ROTHSCHILD’S will this had to be used exclusively for the management of WOODWALTON FEN. Rothschild also left Ray Island in Essex (NATURE RESERVES OWNED BY THE SOCIETY) to either the Society or The National Trust. When The National Trust turned down the bequest, it was Rothschild’s wife, Roszika, who wrote to the Society advising that it be “sold, and the proceeds handed over to the Society and devoted to the expense of the upkeep of Woodwalton Fen”.39 The Society felt it was left with no other option but to agree.


Precluded by its Royal Charter from demanding subscriptions, the Society did use the HANDBOOK to appeal, in the most gentle of ways, for funds. The appeal fell on deaf ears. In 1927 six members responded and the next year, much to the consternation of the Handbook’s author, this had fallen to three. There appeared to be no thought of changing the Royal Charter or of fundraising more widely. The best the Society could come up with two years later was a further appeal in the Handbook for each member to donate ten shillings – again there was little response.


With many of the Society’s day-to-day expenses almost certainly being absorbed by the Natural History Museum in London (the Trustees were kindly providing the Society with office accommodation in the Museum) (OFFICES OF THE SOCIETY), and most of its income tied up in managing Woodwalton Fen, the opportunity to branch out into new activities was severely limited. It did acquire further nature reserves, such as MEATHOP MOSS in Cumbria in 1920, Sharpham Moor Plot in Somerset in 1924 and later Mickfield Meadow in Suffolk in 1938 (NATURE RESERVES OWNED BY THE SOCIETY). In 1930, the Handbook rather fatalistically noted “with an annual income, which even with donations does not exceed £500. . . the Society has little chance of launching out into large and spectacular schemes”.40 Over the next few years, the Society also experienced the cold blast of the country’s deep recession. “As with the rest of the world the Society has not escaped the chilly effects of the economic blizzard, and securities which aforetime were regarded as steady as a rock have shown unexpected shakiness with a consequential drying up of the stream of dividends. It is some, though possibly cold, comfort to reflect that the Society’s income has stood the assault better than the majority of organisations, and may be expected to be restored to its former figure as soon as trade begins to improve”.41 However, there were two notable new initiatives.


WILDFLOWERS AND THE INTERNATIONAL SCENE


First, in 1925, the Society became involved in an energetic and extensive campaign for improved bye-law protection for wildflowers, which lasted for more than ten years. The countryside was becoming more accessible, partly because of an increase in both public and private transport. In some places large quantities of wildflowers were being gathered for ‘pleasure’ as well as for educational and small-scale commercial use. In addition, “great deforestation during the war, road widening and destruction of verges, a passion for cleaning up the country roads, drainage schemes, and other concomitants of civilisation, all tend to the destruction of the native flora”.42


The Society’s commitment to the wildflower campaign undoubtedly helped raise public awareness of the damage being done, particularly to attractive and collectable species, and increased the number of local authorities taking up bye-law powers. In 1931, the various bodies interested in better wildflower protection formed the Wild Plant Conservation Board under the auspices of the Council for the Protection of Rural England (CPRE) to coordinate their activities. The Society’s Joint Honorary Secretary, HERBERT SMITH, became the Chairman and for a time it went purposefully, if unobtrusively, in pursuit of its cause. With the onset of the Second World War, however, the Board achieved very little and afterwards it was gradually eclipsed by the activities of other bodies. Nevertheless, this work during the 1930s lit a campaigning flame for wildflower protection that was never entirely extinguished by the Second World War, a flame that with the Society’s help burnt brightly once again 40 years later (WILDFLOWERS – BYE-LAW PROTECTION).


The second initiative was the Society’s active and in general sustained support, both before and after the Second World War, for the establishment of an international organisation for nature conservation. The Society’s support would eventually contribute to the establishment of the organisation known today as the International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN). As early as November 1913, CHARLES ROTHSCHILD had attended a conference in Berne to discuss a proposal by the Swiss League for the Protection of Nature to establish an Advisory Commission for the International Protection of Nature, but the outbreak of the First World War brought the initiative to a standstill. In May 1923, an abortive attempt to revive the idea was made at the first International Congress for the Protection of Nature in Paris where the Society was represented by its President, VISCOUNT ULLSWATER, MEADE-WALDO and Dr Percy Roycroft Lowe, Curator of Birds at the Natural History Museum in London. Viscount Ullswater spoke on the Society’s activities and the delegation took with them a poster translated into French. But the British position on a potential new international organisation was at odds with the views of many of the other delegations. “The proper course was to establish in each country a committee representative of all interests concerned and for these committees to be represented on the central international committee”.43 The Society convened a meeting of interested British societies in January the following year and a Central (later British) Correlating Committee was formed in 1924. However, after an initial flurry of activity (five meetings in 1924–25) and as its example had not been followed in other countries, the Committee was dissolved after a few years. The Society’s involvement in international conservation is discussed in more detail in Part III under TOWARDS IUCN.


In both these early endeavours – wildflower protection and international conservation – the Society has tended, over the years, to receive less recognition than it deserves.


THE CALM BEFORE THE STORM


Despite these initiatives and its early successes, after CHARLES ROTHSCHILD’S death the Society for the most part failed to set the world alight. Rothschild’s enthusiasm and energy was sorely missed and the importance he had attached to the establishment of nature reserves had not been picked up by either The National Trust or, indeed, the Government at that point. The impact of the First World War and the Society’s unwillingness to interest and involve a wider public had all militated against the development of the organisation and its ideas. Its leaders were idealistic and, it could be argued, largely impractical. They not only missed the opportunity to broaden the Society’s appeal but, perhaps more significantly, to acquire or safeguard more land for conservation. In contrast, between 1920 and 1940, The National Trust’s “membership increased from 713 to 6,800 and. . . the total acreage held by the Trust rose from 13,200 to 68,544”.44


Sheail writes, “in view of this lack of enthusiasm for nature reserves between the wars, the SPNR was even more heavily dependent on dynamic leadership, strong regional and local support, and large financial resources. . . the Society lacked all three assets, and consequently languished throughout the inter-war period”.45


Better times were, however, around the corner. In its Honorary Secretary, HERBERT SMITH, the Society had someone of “unusual administrative ability and organising skill”.46 After his retirement from the Natural History Museum in London in 1937, he was able to devote a great deal more of his time to the affairs of the Society.


In addition, in 1932, the Society received some unexpected news. Charles Rothschild’s friend, the botanist, GEORGE CLARIDGE DRUCE, who had been a member of the Society from the beginning, died and left half his estate to the Society. Although it took some time for certain legal matters to be ironed out, when the Society finally received its share of his legacy in 1939 it was worth £13,000, equivalent to £620,000 in today’s money. Overnight, the Society’s income had been trebled to £1,500. As Sheail puts it, “from 1939 onwards, Herbert Smith was able to reap the rewards of keeping the Society alive during the critical years of the 1930s. The Society was for the first time ‘pretty well off’, and looked forward to playing a more positive role in the future. At first, the outbreak of war threatened to end this renaissance, but by 1942 Herbert Smith remarked that ‘the Society is surprisingly busy, not only in spite of the war but possibly also because of it’”. 47
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CHAPTER 2



The war and its aftermath 1940–1949



The hum of the engines continues without a break; it is a canopy of death over the world, a strange and appalling fact which seems hardly linked with the lower strata in which remains the familiar world, the passing curlew’s high-pitched doubled note, the owls and the sparrows.


From The Leaves Return by EL Grant Watson, 1947


 


 


At the outbreak of war with Germany in 1939, the Society’s initial response to the “emergency”48 and the “rapidly increasing tension in the international position”49 reflected the sombre mood of the nation and the uncertain future. The Honorary Secretary, HERBERT SMITH, made arrangements for correspondence to be diverted to his home address, as a temporary measure, and for records and papers to be safely stored either in the basement of the Natural History Museum in London or in the strong rooms of the Society’s bank and solicitors.


In September 1940, the importance of these precautions was demonstrated. London experienced the largest aerial attack since the beginning of the war and the RSPB’s London office in Victoria Street “received a direct hit”.50 Fortunately, it was a Sunday and the office was empty.


Other measures were put in place. The size of the HANDBOOK was reduced to a minimum due to likely paper shortages and holding or attending meetings was avoided, if at all possible. For example, at the end of August 1939, just before the outbreak of war, Herbert Smith had decided against travelling to Dundee to the British Association for the Advancement of Science’s annual meeting; in October the CPRE’s conference in Tunbridge Wells, which he would also have attended, was cancelled; and in November the Society’s Annual Dinner (DINNERS AND LUNCHEONS) was “indefinitely postponed without, however, any compensation being demanded”.51 Within the year, the Society had also unanimously agreed that the interest on its £1,000 three per cent Defence Bonds should be foregone to help the war effort.


In the circumstances the Society and other voluntary bodies resigned themselves to a period of relative inactivity, attending to their day-to-day business and seeing no likelihood of making progress on issues that had begun to preoccupy them before the war, such as land-use planning, national parks and access to the countryside and the protection of wildlife. This state of affairs was reinforced by the announcement that no legislation was to be introduced to Parliament unless directly relevant to the war.


PLANNING AHEAD


As with the war itself, however, this was the calm before the storm. Surprisingly, as early as the end of 1940, the Government realised it needed to think about planning for life after the war, not simply for the more obvious reason that blitzed cities would require reconstruction but also for the boost that a vision of a brighter post-war Britain – the ‘new Jerusalem’ – could bring to a battered, yet defiant, public.


In addition, subjects that politicians and public alike had been grappling with before the war – changes in industrial patterns, the consequent drift of the population towards the south-east and the early mechanisation of farming and loss of agricultural land – had not gone away.


Quite unexpectedly, within a few months of the outbreak of war, the Government’s interest in post-war land-use planning issues created the circumstances in which the Society, and other voluntary organisations, could once again advance their arguments for nature reserves, national parks and the protection of the countryside. The Society found itself caught up in this process with an enormously increased workload so that its “business in 1942 easily surpassed that of any previous year, but was itself equalled in 1943 within the first six months”.52


Despite these encouraging developments, early in 1941, “many naturalists were concerned lest efforts to preserve the native flora and fauna for the benefit of posterity should be neglected”.53 HERBERT SMITH raised the issue with the Society’s Executive and noted that the businessman and all-round field naturalist, Geoffrey Dent, had “called attention to the need for safeguarding natural history interests”.54 Dent, a Council member of the RSPB and Chairman of its Watchers’ Committee, had already persuaded RSPB “in view of the probability of Government action for the utilisation of land after the war. . . to formulate a plan for the definitive reservation of suitable sanctuaries for the preservation of the fauna and flora of Great Britain”.55 He also urged the RSPB to convene meetings to coordinate proposals on post-war nature protection policy and to feed these into the Government.


Initially, there was little progress on this latter front but it was Herbert Smith who, after discussing the idea with the RSPB’s hard-pressed Secretary, Robert Preston Donaldson, enthusiastically took up the baton. He was supported by LORD ONSLOW, who had succeeded the founder’s brother, LORD WALTER ROTHSCHILD, as the Society’s PRESIDENT. Onslow believed that separate action by interested societies and associations must be avoided and that the Society should drive things forward by convening, chairing and financing a standing Conference on NATURE PRESERVATION IN POST-WAR RECONSTRUCTION.


The process now moved quickly. Three meetings, chaired by Onslow, were organised in the Moses Room of the House of Lords within a five-month period. The first, in June 1941, was attended by 16 societies and other organisations. Herbert Smith acted as Secretary and drafted the first memorandum setting out “the principles that in the opinion of the Conference should be adopted by the Government when planning the use of the land after the war”.56 It was published in November 1941 and such was the interest generated by the report that it had to be reprinted within the year.


Three distinct needs were recognised – first, the preservation of rural amenities, including fauna and flora, natural scenic beauty, places of interest and antiquities; second, the preservation of forest areas; and third, a need that had been “almost entirely neglected by Government”,57 the preservation of natural fauna and flora for the advancement of scientific knowledge and education. What was needed were national parks for the recreation and enjoyment of the public; the possible extension and better use of forest and wildlife reserves; areas where development would be prohibited or drastically restricted; and the acquisition or preservation of areas as nature reserves. The public would be generally excluded from nature reserves, except by permit. The Conference wanted the principle of statutory nature reserves accepted and recommended the appointment of an official body, representative of scientific interests, to draw up detailed proposals. The management of these reserves should be placed in the hands of those able to handle the “highly technical problems included in the maintenance of the balance of life”58 and their “general control should be vested in a central authority representative of the different interests concerned”.59 The Conference made it clear that it was willing at a later stage, if the principles were accepted, to submit a detailed memorandum on site selection.


There was disagreement, however, between representatives of CPRE and the Standing Committee on National Parks on the one hand, and the local authority associations on the other. The dispute concerned the respective powers of a proposed National Parks Authority. While a compromise was reached, the two sides remained hostile to one another. Sheail describes how “the clash led to an even greater concentration on the ‘scientific aspects of nature preservation’. A yearning to break free from the amenity and recreational elements can be discerned, especially following the appointment of CYRIL DIVER as ‘scientific’ secretary to the drafting Committee”60 of the Conference.


The Conference’s report was sent to the Prime Minister and other Government Ministers. In January 1942, the Society accepted an invitation from CPRE’s Standing Committee on National Parks for a joint deputation to present the Conference’s findings to Lord Reith, former manager of the British Broadcasting Corporation. Reith had been Minister of Works and Buildings since 1940 and had been given responsibility for the planning of the physical environment in post-war Britain. He responded positively to the deputation and proposed a small group to consider the findings in more detail. A Government re-shuffle, however, meant the group never met.


It was Sir William Jowitt, newly-appointed Paymaster General, who took on the role of Chairman of the Government’s war-time Reconstruction Committee. It was therefore to Jowitt in early 1942 that first the Standing Committee on National Parks and then the Conference’s drafting committee turned to press their case for national parks and nature reserves respectively. Jowitt had had a lifelong interest in wildlife and, like Reith, was very supportive.


But, knowing there was little prospect of the Government itself pushing the nature agenda, he challenged the delegation from the Conference drafting committee to take things forward and to advise the Government on “proposals for the establishment of nature reserves as part of any general scheme of national planning”.61


If it seized this moment, here was the vehicle through which the Society could realise its founding dream. It had the track record and, with HERBERT SMITH at the helm, someone with the ability and standing to drive through such an inquiry. Here too was the chance to see informed, evidence-based arguments for nature reserves embedded within Government for the first time.


The moment was not allowed to pass. Herbert Smith once again took on the all-important secretarial role and orchestrated the huge amount of work that it soon became clear would be required. Within two months the Conference published its second memorandum with the terms of reference for a Nature Reserves Investigation Committee (NRIC) (NATURE PRESERVATION IN POST-WAR RECONSTRUCTION CONFERENCE). The Committee would be under the Chairmanship of Sir Lawrence Chubb (General Secretary of the National Playing Fields Association) and would examine the proposals for nature reserves in more detail and report back.


This it did the following February in a more comprehensive and forceful document, Nature Conservation in Great Britain (Memorandum 3). The document provided a classification of reserve types and detailed notes on their acquisition, protection and management. It argued that establishing a few national parks would be insufficient to meet the needs of Britain’s ‘wild life’ (wildlife was not yet one word). “In a densely populated country like Great Britain the primary purpose of a National Park would be more to provide the public with opportunities for open-air recreation amidst natural scenery than to preserve particular plants and animals, though . . . the preservation of the characteristic vegetation is inseparably interwoven with the enjoyment of the scene”.62 The role of a National Parks Authority would be to manage the Park more generally in the interest of wildlife, with nature reserves established both inside and outside Parks in their own right for their habitat or species interest, for education and research and for their national or local importance. It also proposed conservation areas where development would be controlled. The Government should take formal responsibility not only for the establishment of these nature reserves but also for the conservation of native wildlife more generally under a special department of the Ministry of Town and Country Planning. The cost, it argued, would be “negligible when compared with the direct and indirect values received”.63


The report was widely circulated in early 1943 and, like its earlier sister report, had to be reprinted within the year. It attracted much attention even as far afield as South Africa and the USA. In the States, for example, the National Park Service circulated a synopsis to their field staff and some of the leaders in American conservation with the following foreword:


“Imagine – Great Britain in March 1943, with bombs still dropping sporadically on London and environs; the country pushed to the utmost in manpower and domestic economy; and no certainty, whatever the hope, that it can survive the impact of war; and yet these sturdy, un-panicked people initiate and go ahead with plans for the amenities of future Britons; for the protection of natural resources; for the preservation of plant and animal species with relations to their habitat. . . what imagination is this, which sees that, if Britain is worth dying for, these things are worth dying for, because they are intrinsic to the enjoyment of freedom itself! And they feel that future generations would not forgive them if they preserve the husk, after letting the kernel be destroyed. Surely there is a lesson here for us, who encounter not one per cent of the difficulties in the way of Great Britain”.64


While working on its report, the NRIC was asked by the Ministry of Town and Country Planning to fast-track information about sites of wildlife interest in four potential National Park areas – the Lake District, Peak District, Dartmoor and Snowdonia. Four sub-committees identified more than 30 tracts of land for preservation and special management and more than 20 more sites of outstanding scientific importance. In providing the information, the Committee once again took the opportunity to draw distinctions between the amenity and scientific camps and correct, as it saw it, a misconception. “There appears to be some prejudice against measures for nature conservation because of a widespread, but wholly fallacious, idea that for the adequate protection of plants and animals it is necessary to fence particular tracts, and to exclude the public from them, except by permit. The view which the Committee have expressed. . . is quite different. In their opinion the public should be allowed as free access as possible to parts of the National Parks of natural history interest, though in a few special reserves entry would need to be controlled at certain times of year, namely the flowering season of particular plants and the nesting season of rare birds”.65


This was a welcome departure from the approach to public access adopted in Memorandum 1 drafted by HERBERT SMITH. Although the policy of excluding the public from reserves would die hard, the more enlightened view now put forward in Nature Conservation in Great Britain would soon be picked up elsewhere. The strictly confidential report on the natural history interest of the four potential National Parks was provided to the Ministry (Memorandum 4) on 23rd August 1943 and the same day the Committee was asked to extend its survey to even more areas and, subsequently, to a complete survey of England and Wales.


The task facing the NRIC, its Secretary Herbert Smith, a growing band of experts and more than 200 volunteers was now immense. LORD MACMILLAN, who had taken over in April 1942 as PRESIDENT of the Society after ONSLOW had retired due to ill health, described in the Committee’s final report how the workload was “embarrassing both in its extent and in its character. . . rendered difficult by war-time restrictions on transport”.66 Twenty-two sub-committees for various counties, or groups of counties, had been established and asked to ‘collate and sift areas of natural history interest in their counties’. They had supplied data on numerous sites of wildlife, as well as geological, importance. The “highly invidious duty of making the final selection”67 fell to the central committee.


The British Ecological Society (BES), founded a year after the Society in 1913, had set up its own inquiry in April 1943 under the chairmanship of Arthur Tansley. Despite an initially cool relationship with the NRIC, the two parties developed a good working relationship and the BES sent a list of vegetation types and areas to the NRIC later in the year. The NRIC also used the list drawn up by CHARLES ROTHSCHILD (ROTHSCHILD’S LIST) and lists from the British Correlating Committee for the Protection of Nature, the Royal Entomological Society of London, the Geological Society of London and the RSPB.


In April 1944, with London still experiencing German bombing, the NRIC broadened its scope still further. In an unprecedented move, it established a sub-committee to “advise on questions relating to Geological Parks and Geological Monuments, and to draw up a list of such reserves for England and Wales on the basis of the proposals received from the Regional Committees”.68 The sub-committee “imperturbably held their meetings during the savage attack on the London area by robot planes, and did an immense amount of work in a very short time”.69 In its report, published in September 1945 (Memorandum 5), it recommended 48 geological monuments, 198 controlled sections, 73 ‘registered’ sections and 70 geological conservation areas. No other country was giving geological sites a second thought and without this far-sighted work Britain would have been no different.


The most extensive survey of areas of both natural history and geological importance in England and Wales was now complete and National Nature Reserves and Conservation Areas (Memorandum 6) was published in December 1945. The Committee had been asked to grade the sites selected. Of the 47 proposed national nature reserves, 26 were in category A – sites of outstanding merit that must be safeguarded; 14 in category B – sites of special importance the destruction of which would be a serious loss to science; and seven in category C – sites that should find a place in any complete national scheme. A further eight sites were not thought to be at risk (see NATURE PRESERVATION IN POST-WAR RECONSTRUCTION CONFERENCE for more details of the six memoranda and the membership of the drafting committees).


Significantly, 24 of the sites selected by Rothschild 30 years earlier were omitted – 12, while undamaged, were no longer thought to qualify but 12, or about seven per cent, had been completely destroyed. Nor was this the whole picture. The NRIC had re-selected most of the areas chosen by Charles Rothschild. But, as an article written anonymously by his daughter, MIRIAM ROTHSCHILD, in the weekly journal Nature observed, “a large proportion have been greatly changed and partially spoiled in the intervening period. Thus we find that areas which headed county lists in 1915 have now fallen to the bottom of such compilations. . . the situation, far from being satisfactory, is extremely serious. If the Government procrastinates further, and ‘pigeon-holes’ the present report for another thirty years, it is safe to say that any third list will have little, if anything, in common with its two predecessors”.70


LORD MACMILLAN reflected in his foreword to the final report that “it was fortunate that the unexpectedly early termination of the World War has not found the Committee with their task uncompleted. . . the report will provide the Government with the information which it is essential they possess, and which they cannot disregard”.71 The timing was indeed perfect. A committee, chaired by Sir Arthur Hobhouse, had just been appointed to take forward a report by John Dower on National Parks, including its proposals on nature conservation.


PIONEERING WORK BEARS FRUIT


There was, however, a somewhat naïve expectation by the Society that the Government would turn to the NRIC as the logical source of advice on wildlife matters. After all, it argued, it was the Ministry that had asked the NRIC for help previously. But it was not to be. The Ministry preferred the idea of the Hobhouse Committee appointing its own nature reserves sub-committee. Dower rejected the idea favouring a special committee with wider terms of reference and greater status and, in the event, it was a Wild Life Conservation Special Committee that was appointed under the chairmanship of Sir Julian Huxley. The Committee’s Vice Chairman, Arthur Tansley, took over the work of the Chairman from May 1946 when Huxley became the first Executive Secretary of the Preparatory Commission of UNESCO and later its Director General.


In October 1945, a meeting of the NRIC was called to consider the “awkward position which has arisen by the action taken by the Minister of Town and Country Planning in ignoring the existence of the Committee and appointing a Wild Life Special Committee with much the same objective”.72 The NRIC’s nose, and probably more particularly, HERBERT SMITH’S nose, had been well and truly put out of joint. It was MACMILLAN who “lent his great influence to the dignified course which was adopted, namely to place the results of the natural history survey of England and Wales, which had just been completed, unreservedly at the disposal of the new Committee, although it was realised that (the NRIC) would not receive full recognition for their work”.73 That pessimism was, perhaps, understandable, and it is possibly why in January 1946 the Society rather short-sightedly decided to present written and oral evidence to the main Hobhouse Committee and not to the Huxley Committee because “automatically it would reach the latter in due course”.74


The NRIC need not have been so worried. From the outset Sir Julian Huxley’s Wild Life Conservation Special Committee took on board the evidence from the NRIC as well as from the Royal Society and the British Ecological Society. It also emphasised the underlying importance of science and of better understanding the “complex of interactions that makes up the natural landscape. These are the things that must be studied if the beauty of that landscape is to be preserved and enjoyed”.75 The Huxley Committee’s seminal report, Conservation of Nature in England and Wales (Command 7122), distinguished between the “aesthetic and scientific approaches”.76 Despite its protestations that “it is wrong to suppose that there is any essential conflict between these two sets of interests”,77 it nevertheless acknowledged that “their special requirements may differ”.78 The report was clear and pulled no punches. The Government should take “general responsibility for the conservation and control of the flora and fauna of this country and for the protection of features of geological and physiographical interest”.79 It should establish a Biological Service and National Nature Reserves both within and outside National Parks – attached was an appendix of 73 potential sites. A parallel report for Scotland – Conservation of Nature in Scotland (Command Paper 7235) – was published in 1947. A further report listing proposed nature reserves – Nature Reserves in Scotland: Final Report (Command Paper 7814) – was published in 1949.


The naturalist and author, Richard Fitter, writing later, recalled that CYRIL DIVER drafted the Huxley Committee’s “far seeing main report”.80 His own task, as the Committee’s Secretary, was the “more mundane one of preparing the detailed appendices, almost wholly based on the NRIC report of proposed national nature reserves, conservation areas and reserves in national parks”.81 The report itself acknowledged that it could not have been drawn up without the work of the NRIC. “We may say at once that, although our recommendations may vary in detail or emphasis and may cover ground that was not completely explored by that committee, we find ourselves in the closest general agreement with the considered and carefully weighed views expressed in their third report and we would reiterate its final sentence. ‘After the long years of death and destruction, these modest proposals are unhesitatingly commended as a first step to the renewed study and appreciation of life’”.82


The pioneering work of the Society and CHARLES ROTHSCHILD in producing the first list of important wildlife sites (ROTHSCHILD’S LIST) in 1915 was also acknowledged, as was the Society’s initiative in calling together the NATURE PRESERVATION IN POST-WAR RECONSTRUCTION CONFERENCE. The report concludes, the Society has been responsible “directly or indirectly for work of the greatest importance to our inquiry”.83


MAX NICHOLSON had been appointed head of the office of the Lord President, Herbert Morrison, in the new Labour Government elected immediately after the war. His position, which carried with it the rank of Under-Secretary, also included responsibility for coordinating the Government’s policy on national economic planning and development. Nicholson wrote later in his book, The New Environmental Age, that this key position provided the Wild Life Conservation Special Committee’s proposals with “a more sympathetic understanding than usual in Whitehall, being steered gently through mechanisms which would normally have quietly buried them”.84


The recommendations of the Wild Life Conservation Special Committee and of the Hobhouse National Parks Committee, published in 1947, were soon translated into legislation, mainly in the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 1949. This set up a National Parks Commission covering England and Wales and spelt out the range of work for a new body, the Nature Conservancy (the Conservancy), established under a Royal Charter in March 1949 following the Huxley recommendation for a ‘Biological Service’. Sheail describes how Ministers had been persuaded that responsibility for nature conservation should be placed not with the planning sector, as had been initially assumed, but within the science sector of Government. The new body would be “in all but name, a research council of comparable status to that of the Agricultural Research Council and Medical Research Council”.85


Scotland decided against establishing National Parks, although proposals were on the table for areas in Wester Ross, Glen Affric, Glencoe and around Loch Lomond. When the Nature Conservancy was formed in 1949, Scotland was included but with a semi-autonomous Scottish Committee and an office in Edinburgh from the outset.


The Society’s contribution to this, one of the most important moments in the history of nature conservation, had been considerable. Indeed, because of all its preparatory work during and immediately after the war, Lowe and Goyder were later to describe the Society as the “midwife of the Nature Conservancy”.86 They continued, “somewhat paradoxically, its slim organisation and network of connections proved well adapted to the peculiar conditions of war-time lobbying. It was able both to respond quickly and sensitively to favourable initiatives within Government, and to coordinate a staggering amount of groundwork prior to official action. HERBERT SMITH, being retired, was able to devote much of his time to the considerable amount of organisation and coordination that was required”.87


WAR-TIME BUSINESS


Throughout the war period the Society had also had to continue the day-to-day job of running the organisation, including managing its own properties. There was no let up, for example, in correspondence. Sadly the postbag could bring unwanted news – a member missing after an operational flight and presumed killed, or another fatally injured after a flying bomb hit his home. One of the more unusual telegrams received just prior to the outbreak of war was from the Subsecretario Instruccion Publica, Barcelona. Addressed to the Society’s President, LORD WALTER ROTHSCHILD, it protested “against the bombing of Spanish cities by German and Italian aircraft, and asking that influence be brought to bear on the British Government to take steps to put a stop to these crimes against civilisation”.88 The telegram was passed on to the Foreign Office.


In 1941, a letter from the Chief Inspector of Taxes queried the Society’s entitlement to charity relief under the War Damage Act 1941. “I cannot, on the face of it, see from the Society’s objects that its proprietary interests are held solely for the objects in 39(2)(d). The main objects seem to be the preservation of Nature Reserves, doubtless a purpose beneficial to the community, but not in itself directly for the advancement of education, science or research”.89 A lengthy reply from the Society followed three days later. In October the Chief Inspector wrote, “the matter has been fully considered, and it is agreed that the proprietary interests held by the Society in the various properties occupied and used by the Society are held and used for charitable purposes. . . and that the Society is therefore entitled to two-thirds relief of the payment of the War Damage contributions”.90


The Society had largely managed its own properties at arm’s length with the help of local committees before the war but during hostilities closer involvement was necessary. At WOODWALTON FEN, for example, the local War Agricultural Committee was keen to reduce flooding in the area to increase war-time food production. The Society therefore entered into negotiations with the Committee over its proposed drain clearance to protect the reserve from further drying out. At the Society’s MEATHOP MOSS reserve, gulls’ eggs were proving a useful addition to war-time food supplies. They were described soon after the war as having been “sold for cake-making”.91 Although the Society felt a ban on collecting was necessary for a period after the middle of May to ‘allow the birds to reproduce in sufficient numbers’, for the rest of the time collecting was tolerated. A bombing range using practice smoke bombs was proposed by the Admiralty on Marbury Mere at the Society’s COWARD MEMORIAL RESERVES in Cheshire. And at DANCER’S END in the Chilterns, the Society was asked to eradicate large numbers of rabbits as Bittams Wood was scheduled for ploughing. At Mickfield Meadow in Suffolk (NATURE RESERVES OWNED BY THE SOCIETY), a hedge was laid bare when, without the requisite notice to the Society, Italian prisoners of war were employed to ensure a clear flying approach to a new aerodrome at RAF Mendlesham.


Towards the end of the war, however, life began to get back to some degree of normality. In 1943, for the first time in its history, the Society had experimented by arranging a General Meeting at the Linnean Society’s apartments with a guest speaker, William Sheperd Morrison, the Minister of Town and Country Planning. Attendance, however, had been disappointing. With the cessation of hostilities, the Society felt confident enough to try again. So in 1946 it replaced the pre-war annual dinners with the first in a series of five annual luncheons (DINNERS AND LUNCHEONS) linked to its annual meeting. The first two luncheons were hosted on behalf of the Society by its President, LORD MACMILLAN. They were addressed on the first occasion by the Right Honorable Lewis Silkin, the Minister of Town and Country Planning, who spoke about post-war planning, the countryside and the Society’s contribution. On the second occasion the speaker was the Lord High Chancellor, the Right Honorable Viscount Jowitt, who was piloting the Town and Country Planning Bill through the House of Lords.


In 1946, Lord Macmillan announced that he would not be seeking re-election as President when his five-year term finished the following year. The Society looked around for a successor. Among those in the frame were Viscount Jowitt and Field Marshall Alan Brooke (recently ennobled as Viscount Alanbrooke) who had been one of the chief architects of the Allies’ victory in Europe. Alanbrooke was known to a member of the Society’s Council at the time, David Armitage Bannerman, a fellow ornithologist. Bannerman later recalled a visit during the war with Alanbrooke to the studio of another member, the eminent artist-naturalist and creator of the Society’s logo, GEORGE LODGE. Alanbrooke had taken “an afternoon off to refresh his mind”.92 Alanbrooke initially accepted the invitation to become the Society’s President, provided he was not expected to be concerned with the question of military training areas, but eventually declined due to other heavy commitments. In the end, it was the DUKE OF DEVONSHIRE who was elected the Society’s fifth President and he chaired his first meeting in November 1947.


With restrictions on travel lifted and with international cooperation encouraged, the Society now had its attention drawn, once again, to the international arena.


INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION


In 1945, in his capacity as Chairman of the Government’s Wild Life Conservation Special Committee, Sir Julian Huxley visited the Swiss National Park and was so impressed with what he saw that he recommended a return visit by British conservationists. The Swiss League for the Protection of Nature took up the idea and the following year organised a tour for representatives from half a dozen European countries. The British delegation was surprised when the visit was used by the League, not just to show off its country’s nature conservation achievements, but also to try to get agreement on establishing a new international nature conservation body. Somewhat reluctantly, the British delegation agreed a post-tour statement that recognised the need for better international cooperation over nature conservation and for a new international body.


The League convened a further meeting in Brunnen the following year to take matters forward. However, getting final agreement on establishing the new organisation would prove to be far from straightforward. It was a rocky path, fraught with disagreement between the various international players involved. The majority of British bodies were keen to see any new international organisation under the aegis of the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), rather than reviving the Advisory Commission for the International Protection of Nature active in Switzerland before the war. The Society, and particularly its Secretary, HERBERT SMITH, were closely involved throughout with these ‘comings-and-goings’. He corresponded over the nature and financing of the new organisation; acted as Secretary at three meetings in February and April 1947 to coordinate the British response to the 1946 ‘conference’; and even chaired a group of the main British nature conservation organisations that came up with a possible alternative Constitution. In the end, the International Union for the Protection of Nature (IUPN) finally came into being as a part of UNESCO at a 1948 meeting at Fontainebleau near Paris.


IUPN’s first objective was to encourage and facilitate cooperation between Governments and national and international organisations concerned with, and persons interested in, the protection of nature. Its membership was to be drawn from Governments, public services and international (inter-governmental and non-governmental) organisations, institutions and associations concerned with the protection of nature. This meant the organisation was unique as the first Governmental and Non-Governmental Organisation or GONGO. Martin Holdgate describes it as having “no parallel at the time (and very few afterwards)”.93 At the IUPN’s second General Assembly in 1950 in Brussels, Herbert Smith was made a Vice President. In 1956, at its General Assembly in Edinburgh, the IUPN adopted the name by which we know the organisation today – the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources or, more popularly, IUCN for short (TOWARDS IUCN).


In 1949, the Society agreed to establish, as one of its own committees, the British Coordinating Committee for Nature Conservation to coordinate and act as a conduit for British policy on matters raised at the IUPN and for financial contributions. The new Committee’s Chairman was the Society’s President of two years’ standing, the DUKE OF DEVONSHIRE, and HERBERT SMITH became its Secretary.


The time for the idea of national committees feeding into an international organisation uniting worldwide effort for nature conservation – that the Society had supported so enthusiastically 20 or so years earlier – had arrived. In the shadow of a bloody global war and in the wake of new international institutions, such as the United Nations and its agencies, people were now ready to embrace closer international cooperation.


In the Society’s 1949 HANDBOOK, Herbert Smith was able to write, “by the establishment of the Nature Conservancy at home and of the International Union for the Protection of Nature in the world at large, the past twelve months have seen remarkable progress towards the goal which was set before the Society at the time of its inception, now thirty-seven years ago”.94


COLLECTIVE ACTION


The dark days of the first half of the decade had demonstrated that the country could be mobilised for war and that collective action could triumph. People now recognised that collective effort could also be mobilised for peace. The shock defeat of war-time leader, Winston Churchill, at the 1945 general election had heralded a post-war Labour Government with a mandate to introduce national town and country planning, to nationalise coal and steel and, with the Beveridge Report in 1947, to prepare for a welfare state and the National Health Service.


The value of the collective effort for nature conservation had also been there for all to see in the legacy of the NATURE PRESERVATION IN POST-WAR RECONSTRUCTION CONFERENCE and the Nature Reserves Investigation Committee (NRIC) – convened, coordinated and largely financed by the Society. For the first time the voluntary countryside sector had cooperated at both the international and national level, not only to produce the most comprehensive natural history survey of Britain, but also national policy proposals to safeguard its nature conservation value, natural beauty and amenity interest. There were also two new institutions – the Conservancy and IUCN – to take forward nature conservation on an unprecedented scale.


The collective national nature conservation effort had in turn stimulated local action, particularly through the NRIC’s Regional Committees. At the Society’s second post-war luncheon in 1947, the daughter of the Society’s founder, MIRIAM ROTHSCHILD, spoke with passion about how her local NRIC Regional Committee had identified her home, ASHTON WOLD in Northamptonshire, as warranting permanent preservation – no doubt at her request! She described her role as the local naturalist and as a “sort of one-man management committee”,95 successfully caring for the site despite the many and varied obstacles put in her way. Here, in this example, can be seen some of the legacies of the war years. The way in which individuals and, with the loss of a large proportion of the male population, women in particular, could make a difference. There were signs of a changing social order.


In 1945, Arthur Tansley wrote about this new order and about a new concept – the “positive policy of nature conservation”96 – in a groundbreaking treatise, Our Heritage of Wild Nature – A Plea for Organised Nature Conservation. “In the past very large parts of rural Britain have been safeguarded by the private ownership of large tracts of beautiful country, estates of which their proprietors were proud and which they desired to keep intact even when they could have profited substantially by leasing or selling their land. Heavy taxation and death duties have already greatly weakened the position of land-owners, and many large estates have been broken up. In the future it is probable that this safeguard will disappear altogether, and some kind of public action will then be the only means by which rural beauty can be preserved”.97


The NRIC’s final report had emphasised the importance of local action and a reviewer at the time observed that its Regional Committees were ideally placed “to carry out the task of promoting local interest and preservation. Every effort should be made to turn them into permanent organisations”.98 The Regional Committees had prepared the ground for a local nature conservation movement – the sort of ‘public action’ to which Tansley had referred. The seed had been planted and was ready to take root. Indeed, the young green shoots of this movement were already beginning to emerge.
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CHAPTER 3



Crossroads 1950–1959



Only too often one finds naturalists strangely unaware of the need for conservation or indifferent to it.


From a lecture to the Society by Ted Smith, 1954


 


 


In 1951, after a remarkable period of social reform under the post-war Labour Government, the Conservatives were once again returned to power and with Winston Churchill as Prime Minister they pledged to make a bonfire of regulation.


On the land there were still 500,000 working horses and, with continued petrol rationing, travel was totally dominated by public transport. Only 14 per cent of British households had the regular use of a private car. But, despite post-war austerity, the country was beginning to emerge from the shadows of the war. The inspirational Festival of Britain exhibition in 1951 and the coronation in 1953 of a new monarch, Queen Elizabeth II, heralded a new ‘Elizabethan age’. The public felt a new sense of optimism and more empowered than they had for decades.


With the formation under Royal Charter of a Government agency – the Nature Conservancy – to create and manage statutory nature reserves and the enactment of the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 1949, there were those in the Society who thought that its work was done. Nothing could have been further from the truth. Speaking at the Society’s fourth postwar official luncheon in June 1949 (DINNERS AND LUNCHEONS), Lewis Silkin, the Minister in charge of taking the new legislation through Parliament, hoped the Society would not “wind up and sit back”99 on its achievements. Silkin supported a watchdog role for the Society to keep the new agency, local authorities and Government on their toes, to educate the general public and to champion science in the face of the “material side of life”.100


The Society was proud to be seen as a science-based organisation. Knowledge of nature, where it was and how it worked, was a subject with which it felt comfortable and one that needed a champion. But away from the Society there were those who felt it should be doing more. The changes befalling the natural world were becoming increasingly serious and could no longer be ignored. The conservation of nature – as well as the science of nature – needed a champion, one that could take up these concerns, as Silkin had suggested, by protecting important sites, keeping an eye on Government and above all publicising the issues to a wider and more diverse audience.


A NEW ROLE?


Despite a lively period, actively and successfully promoting the cause of wildlife internationally and as part of Britain’s post-war reconstruction, there was a real danger that the Society would now fail to pick up on the country’s mood and would revert to its inter-war torpor. The main symbol of its war-time activity – the Nature Reserves Investigation Committee (NRIC) – was still nominally in existence but with the completion of its survey of reserves and the publication of its reports, the Society took the view that its work was complete. The NRIC’s few remaining financial assets were absorbed into the Society’s General Fund and it was finally wound-up in December 1953.


The Society remained active in international affairs, in particular the work of the IUPN and the British Coordinating Committee for Nature Conservation (TOWARDS IUCN). For example, it jointly sponsored, with the Conservancy, the IUPN’s fifth General Assembly in Edinburgh in 1956. But at the beginning of the decade the management of WOODWALTON FEN was still placing a heavy financial burden on the Society. This was only lifted in 1954 when the Society agreed a 99-year lease of the reserve to the Government’s new agency, the Nature Conservancy.


In 1950, the Society’s PRESIDENT, the DUKE OF DEVONSHIRE, died, and with a lack of clarity over the procedure for filling a mid-term vacancy, it was more than six months before his successor, LORD HURCOMB, took up his office. In addition, in April 1953, after more than 30 years service and at the age of 80, its hard-working and efficient HONORARY SECRETARY, HERBERT SMITH, also died. It was only in the last few weeks of his life that he had taken ‘time off’ from the Society’s affairs and, although at the end he had become more set in his ways, the Society was to sorely miss his “role of stage manager”101 and “his tireless devotion to its affairs”.102 It said something about his contribution to the Society that after his death it decided to appoint three joint Secretaries in his place. The first, NORMAN RILEY, would be responsible for policy and education work, the second, PHYLLIS BARCLAY-SMITH, would be responsible for international affairs and the third would be responsible for nature reserves. This third position was, however, not filled and the “office was left in abeyance”.103 The Society’s wake-up call, when it came around 1954, had its origins in an event six years earlier. The Lincolnshire Naturalists’ Union had established a committee to continue and develop the work of the county’s NRIC Regional Committee. However, it was soon evident that it was inadequate in both “status and resources for the tasks which it had been set”104 and a larger body, with the ability to own and manage land, was required. In 1948, the decision had been taken to establish a new organisation to be known as the LINCOLNSHIRE NATURALISTS’ TRUST.


LOCAL STIRRINGS


In fact three other bodies of a similar nature had already been formed elsewhere in the country. First, in Norfolk, back in 1926, a Naturalists’ Trust had been established to acquire Cley Marshes when The National Trust declined to take on the land itself as a nature reserve. By 1941, the NORFOLK TRUST had acquired eight reserves. A second body, the WEST WALES FIELD SOCIETY, was also actively engaged in nature conservation work, for example, with the conservation of the RED KITE and the purchase of Dale Fort in Pembrokeshire as a field centre. From 1947 onwards, the centre was run by the newly-formed Council for the Promotion of Field Studies (later the Field Studies Council). Founded in 1945, MAX NICHOLSON was later to describe the West Wales Field Society as “in effect the second Trust to be founded in Britain”.105 Finally, the Yorkshire Philosophical Society had acquired Askham Bog as a nature reserve in 1946 and, after taking advice from Norfolk, had formed the YORKSHIRE NATURALISTS’ TRUST the same year.


But it was the Lincolnshire Trust, the third of the ‘official’ Trusts, which was now forging ahead. The Honorary Secretary of this new Trust was Arthur Edward Smith (TED SMITH) who had also been an active member of the county’s NRIC Regional Committee. Ted Smith had written to HERBERT SMITH in November 1948 to let the Society know about the new Trust and, in February 1950, secured a promise of its support. The Society immediately became a life member of the LINCOLNSHIRE TRUST (paying £25 rather than the normal £10 fee). In 1954, the Society agreed to a 50 per cent grant of £200 towards the Trust’s purchase of 30 acres of wet heath in the north-west of the county at Scotton Common. Two years later it made another 50 per cent grant, this time of £500, towards the Trust’s purchase of a further 37 acres of heath at Linwood Warren. The Society was even-handed in this respect also helping, for example, the NORFOLK TRUST in 1952 with its acquisition of Surlingham Broad in the Yare valley and the YORKSHIRE TRUST in 1959 with its acquisition of Spurn Point in the Humber Estuary.


At the meeting of the Society’s Executive Committee in December 1953 when the central NRIC had been finally wound up, CYRIL DIVER had suggested that “though some of the NRIC Regional Committees had ceased to function, others were active and quite useful”.106 In 1946, for example, the Northamptonshire and Bedfordshire Regional Committee had remained in existence to keep an eye on its NRIC sites and to “obtain fore-knowledge of threatened destruction”107 so that it was “in a position to approach owners or local authorities before the damage has actually been done”.108 But active Regional Committees were the exception rather than the rule and the Executive Committee had decided “the situation needed reviewing”.109


In early 1954, the Society went ahead with a health check of the 24 Regional Committees that were nominally still in existence. Only three were found to be functioning in their original form while several had become committees of their local societies. All those remaining in any way functional were cooperating directly with the Nature Conservancy. Seven did not reply at all. As a result, in March 1954, the Society took the decision to formally dissolve the Regional Committee structure. Those wanting to continue were initially advised to form themselves into conservation committees of their local natural history societies rather than into new local Trusts.


In contrast, the LINCOLNSHIRE TRUST’S reply to the survey had emphasised the need for more counties to start new Trusts similar to its own to fight the increasing number of harmful developments threatening the countryside. For example, it had already been involved in a successful campaign to stop a caravan site for 120 vans being developed in the heart of the first Local Nature Reserve in England – Gibraltar Point on the Lincolnshire coast (NATURE RESERVES). Not only was the Trust acquiring nature reserves and confronting threats from development and agriculture, but it was also pioneering educational and visitor projects and collaborating closely with its local authority. The Trust hoped that the Society would champion the formation of more Trusts like its own and “perform a co-ordinating function”.110 What was needed was a strong national association that might also be of help to the Government’s newly-formed Conservancy.


The Society accepted that some coordination of local effort was desirable and agreed that the view expressed in some of the replies from the NRIC Regional Committees that “everything could now be left to the Conservancy was ‘a fatal attitude to adopt’”.111 SMITH was invited to speak about his Trust’s work to the Society’s annual meeting in July 1954 and used this more public stage to repeat his message. He believed that natural history societies and naturalists in general were surprisingly indifferent to the need for conservation. What was wanted in each county was not more of the same but an “independent organisation devoted primarily to conservation, incorporated to hold property, with some financial resources and, most importantly perhaps, deriving its support from a much wider section of community than the average natural history society”.112


Back home, SMITH was also using every opportunity to show friends, colleagues and anyone who expressed an interest, what could be achieved on the ground. Lincolnshire was leading by example and Smith’s charm offensive soon sparked off a remarkable chain reaction. In Cambridgeshire, fuelled by a talk from Smith and led by a young taxonomist and ecologist, Dr Max Walters, the CAMBRIDGESHIRE AND ISLE OF ELY TRUST was launched in November 1956. At the same time in Leicestershire, another of Smith’s friends, RONALD HICKLING, with strong support from other local naturalists and the museum, encouraged the still active NRIC Regional Committee to form itself into the LEICESTERSHIRE TRUST. Further Trusts followed soon afterwards in the WEST MIDLANDS in 1957, KENT in 1958, SURREY in 1959 and BERKSHIRE, BUCKINGHAMSHIRE AND OXFORDSHIRE in 1960. There were at least five more potential Trusts waiting in the wings.


FINDING A NATIONAL VOICE


By the time of the Society’s annual meeting in July 1956, its President, LORD HURCOMB, was expressing his support for the fledgling Trust movement by calling for the acquisition and management of more local nature reserves by the Trusts and proposing a series of regional meetings to give a lead to their formation. He had picked up this idea from Smith who had offered to help arrange the first of these for the eastern and south-eastern counties of England. Other members of the Society’s Executive, including DIVER, MAX NICHOLSON and Sir William Taylor, were closely involved with the Conservancy either as members or, in the case of Nicholson, as its Director General. The Conservancy was openly promoting the need for a strong voluntary sector capable of supporting its role as advisors to Government. Nicholson, at least, saw the Society as the most likely body to take up this mantle. In November 1955, however, he had circulated a memorandum in which he expressed the view that “the days of an effective amateur-guided, spare time operation in such matters on a national scale” 113 were now over. He had made it known that he was “appalled by how little the SPNR had spent, and the poor return on its investments”.114 If the Society would not provide the effective and adequate measures required for nature conservation, his view was that it should at least stand to one side. In February 1957, the Society’s confidential minutes record that “a considerable and animated discussion took place on a paper submitted to the meeting by NICHOLSON on the whole range of the Society’s past and present activities and future policy”.115 The paper contained proposals for a new national ‘umbrella’ body to support and promote conservation, a body that could support the Conservancy which could not be expected “unaided and unsupported” to “win all the necessary victories”.116 A ‘policy’ sub-committee was formed by the Society to take forward Nicholson’s paper.


Meanwhile, SMITH in Lincolnshire, initially unaware of these developments, was also dismayed at the lack of progress and impatient to see moves towards establishing an association for the Trusts to “deal with matters of mutual interest and concern”.117 He was in touch with the other Trusts and they agreed to hold a meeting in Whiteslea Lodge at the NORFOLK TRUST’S Hickling Broad nature reserve in September 1957 to try to progress matters further. Three of the Trusts – LINCOLNSHIRE, CAMBRIDGESHIRE AND LEICESTERSHIRE – met in Cambridge in June to prepare for the meeting. Smith acted as Secretary and in his memoirs recalls the wide-ranging discussion on the Trusts’ needs and on ways to improve relationships with the Conservancy. What was to make this an historic occasion, however, was the group’s determination to press ahead with plans for an association of Trusts and to formally approach the Society as a group to take on this task “for which it seemed. . . eminently suited”.118 There is no doubt that the Trusts’ representatives, in agreeing to make this approach, were also well aware that the Society was spending less than £1,800 a year and sitting on a not inconsiderable General Fund of £50,000. Smith, reflecting on the Society’s lack of activity, later described it as rather like gazing on “a very desirable mansion to which one finally gains entry only to find most of the rooms empty”.119


The resulting document, subsequently dubbed the Cambridge Declaration by Smith, was sent to the Society with an invitation to attend the Trusts’ September meeting in Norfolk. The Society welcomed the initiative, accepted the invitation and gave the first intimation to the Trusts that it was likely to back the idea of a new national body. The ‘Declaration’ represented the first formal statement of intent to create a national association of Trusts. It read:


“Our main purpose was to satisfy ourselves that an association of Trusts is desirable. Our discussions convinced us that it is, and we agreed unanimously to recommend that it be established. We felt that each Trust, whilst losing nothing of its independence or local status, would benefit from association with the others and that the conservation movement generally would thereby be strengthened. We considered what form an association should take and we agreed that the Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves should first be asked if it would undertake a co-ordinating function of this kind for which it seemed to us to be eminently suited. We envisage it performing for the voluntary conservation movement a function comparable in some respects to that of CPRE”.120


At the September meeting, HURCOMB, RILEY and NICHOLSON represented the Society and Smith presented the Cambridge Declaration on behalf of the Trusts.


A COUNCIL FOR NATURE


It soon became clear, however, that Nicholson was not entirely on the same wavelength. He was encouraging the Society to have grander ideas. He was proposing a national body but one that would represent the whole natural history and nature conservation movement. Encouraging the formation of new Trusts would be only one of the objectives of this new Council for Nature, as it was to be called. There was no specific mechanism proposed to facilitate cooperation and self-help between the Trusts. The Trust representatives were taken aback, “bewildered and in danger of being blown off course”.121 They were caught between their own new expanding breed of conservation-led local societies, working towards their own national association, and a bunch of influential players bent on forming a powerful and broadly-based national conservation body. The latter saw no reason for the Trusts to have special treatment, while some of the former saw the Council for Nature as a huge distraction. This tension continued over the coming months with the Trusts’ representatives, led by SMITH, trying to reach a compromise but emphasising the importance of grassroots conservation. Meanwhile, NICHOLSON and others were emphasising the importance of a national body “representative of both the scientific and the widespread, but diffuse, public and popular interest in nature conservation”.122


Smith submitted a memorandum to the Society in early November 1957 which supported the Council for Nature but which also tried to secure a more central role for the Trusts. A few days later, at the end of November, the Society met and debated the findings of its policy sub-committee set up to consider Nicholson’s proposals. No mention of Smith’s memorandum is made in the minutes of this meeting, even though Smith sent it to the Society in time. The Society preferred instead to minute a letter from the YORKSHIRE TRUST (also party to Smith’s memorandum) that supported the proposed Council for Nature in principle but suggested it would be wise to start gently. The Yorkshire Trust attached great importance to the Society remaining in a position to assist local Trusts to acquire new nature reserves. They were views supported by members of the Executive, including MIRIAM ROTHSCHILD, CYRIL DIVER and John Gilmour. After ‘considerable discussion’ the need for a Council for Nature, and its proposed aims and objectives, were agreed. But, significantly, the meeting also reached the conclusion that “instead of attempting to re-organise itself so as to assume the functions of the organisation (the proposed Council for Nature), the Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves should, as it has so successfully done in the past, act as a catalyst in the creation of an independent organisation, leaving itself free to continue playing the part of benefactor to local organisations concerned with the acquisition and running of nature reserves”.123


A working group created and financed by the Society, but not a committee of the Society, was now established to draft an outline scheme for a Council for Nature, chaired even-handedly by CYRIL DIVER. The working group was in effect given a deadline of 19th February 1958 when a meeting, “having as its object the definitive establishment of the Council”,124 was planned. The working group set about laying the foundation for the Council for Nature.


Meanwhile, the representatives of the Trusts agreed to meet in February 1958 in Lincoln to clarify their position ahead of the Council for Nature’s inaugural meeting. They would support the Council for Nature – despite deep concerns that too little attention would be placed on conservation. However, with inadequate representation of the Trusts on the new Council they would revert to their original plan and seek approval from the various Trusts’ Councils to set up a joint Trusts’ Committee. They would also approach the Society again with a view to “securing representation for Trusts on the SPNR and making the Society the medium for their collaboration”.125


The inaugural meeting of the Council for Nature served to underline the Trusts’ concerns. SMITH reports that “in a brief encounter. . . before the meeting”126 NICHOLSON pragmatically expressed his support for the Trusts’ approach to the Society and urged them not to “rock the boat” 127 at the meeting. It was not the Trusts, however, that he needed to be worried about. It was the natural history interests, led by Lord ‘Jock’ Cranbrook. They demanded that membership should be open to all interested local or national natural history societies, not just national conservation bodies. Nicholson was strongly opposed and the plans for the Council for Nature were sent back in some disarray to the working group. When the Council for Nature was re-launched in July, under the chairmanship of the ornithologist and medical administrator, Sir Landsborough Thomson, it did embrace all the natural history societies, as well as the national scientific and conservation organisations. It was a very different body to the one conceived of originally by Nicholson and indeed by the Trusts.


As far as the Trusts were concerned, the Council for Nature was not going to be the champion of practical nature conservation that they were looking for. Their course of action was now even clearer than before. They would go ahead and establish their own Trust Committee and, if they could persuade the Society to adopt it as one of its own, so much the better. Smith wrote again to the Society at the beginning of March 1958 outlining the Trusts’ proposal.


The Society too was on the case and moved quickly. Led by Cyril Diver, it was already reorganising the way it worked. At the Executive meeting later in March, Diver “stressed the importance of making proper use of the Society’s Council as a policy-forming body and suggested that representatives of the Naturalists’ Trusts be elected to Council so as to provide a nucleus of members who were actively engaged in reserve management. Matters relating to the reserves which the Society held, or had direct interest in, should be dealt with by a reconstituted reserves committee”.128 It was also agreed to meet with Trust representatives in April. Five Trusts were represented – LINCOLNSHIRE, CAMBRIDGESHIRE, LEICESTERSHIRE, KENT and West Midlands – and SMITH reiterated the Trusts’ ideas on the functions of a Trust Committee. It should represent the Trusts’ interests at a national level through the Society, enable effective networking between the Trusts and encourage the formation of new Trusts.


When DIVER returned to the Society’s Executive in June, his recommendations had picked up on these ideas and included a new proposal to create a REGIONAL LIAISON COMMITTEE consisting of a member of the Executive Committee, four members of Council, two members of the Nature Reserves Committee and five representatives of the Trusts. His proposal that the Society’s Council should be opened up to Trust representatives also remained. In addition, the membership of the Executive would be regularised – cut to the seven members allowed under the Royal Charter – and the Society’s existing Nature Reserves Committee would be reconstituted with membership made up of three members of the Executive Committee, three representatives of the Trusts and one representative from each of the Society’s reserve properties. Diver had not been enthusiastic about NICHOLSON’S ambitions. His influence on behalf of the Trusts at this stage had been crucial and now his down-to-earth and realistic approach to integrating the Trusts and the Society meant that his proposals were adopted unanimously by the Executive. At the Society’s Council in July 1958, the new arrangements were put in place. Smith, CHRISTOPHER CADBURY and Professor LA Harvey were elected to Council in their own right. Five representatives of Trusts were also elected on the understanding that they would be prepared to withdraw from Council should they find themselves unable to actively represent their Trusts. Cyril Diver was appointed Chairman of the new Regional Liaison Committee and Professor William Harold Pearsall Chairman of the reconstituted Nature Reserves Committee. The new arrangements were a major step-change for the Society. Its focus had been shifted decisively onto practical nature conservation and the new local Trusts. As far as the Trusts were concerned, Diver’s recommendations were undoubtedly a “half-way house”.129 Nevertheless, they recognised the progress that had been made and accepted the new arrangements. The Society and Trusts would still be independent of one another but a strong link had been forged between them for the first time. The first foundation stones for a national association for Trusts had been laid.


A NATIONAL COMMITTEE FOR TRUSTS


Frustratingly, for the Trusts, the first meeting of the Regional Liaison Committee was delayed until November that year by the Society’s involvement with the IUPN’s Edinburgh Conference. Six Trusts were represented and the minutes betray the tensions of bedding in the new arrangements. The Chairman emphasised that the new Committee was “not a meeting of delegates but a Committee of the Society”130 with administrative support handled through the Society’s office. In addition, there were the added tensions surrounding the Society’s relationship with the Council for Nature. Diver, as always ready to oil the wheels, expressed the hope that the Council for Nature would “develop in the natural history field, in a position equivalent to the Council for the Protection of Rural England while the Society, Trusts and other comparable bodies would continue to fulfil their proper functions of dealing with all matters relating to the choice, acquisition, holding and management of reserves and the general conservation of specially interesting plants, animals and places”.131 It was, however, a pious hope. The meeting heard that the Council for Nature had already set up a Conservation Committee and although an urgently-called meeting between the parties patched up relationships, the underlying tensions between the Society and the Council for Nature, evident from the beginning, remained.


Nevertheless, the Society’s Regional Liaison Committee was underway and it set about its task with energy and enthusiasm, supporting the formation of new Trusts, providing a model Memorandum and Articles of Association and promoting the idea of a fund to purchase reserves that might become available at short notice. In June 1959, the Society got the ball rolling by transferring £100 to a new Emergency Fund account. The meetings were used to exchange information. SMITH, for example, reported that in Lincolnshire his Trust had secured a grant of £250 – a relatively large sum for the time – from a local fund resulting from “the collection and sale of herbs, rose hips etc during the war, and that. . . other Trusts might well enquire as to the existence of similar idle sums of money in other counties”.132 The Committee acted as an information clearing house for the newly-emerging Trusts and began to publish a regular newsletter.


In 1958, at the inaugural meeting of the Council for Nature, Smith had met CHRISTOPHER CADBURY for the first time and, finding themselves in agreement over many issues, struck up a working partnership and a friendship that was to last for more than 30 years. Cadbury had been closely involved with the NORFOLK TRUST since working as representative of his family’s firm in East Anglia. Within four months he was appointed to the Society’s Council and became a founder member of the new REGIONAL LIAISON COMMITTEE. At first, however, his views on the Council for Nature and on the Trusts struck a discordant note for many on the Regional Liaison Committee. In particular, he believed the Committee should just concentrate on land-holding and management issues, leaving all other matters to the Council for Nature. He was also concerned about the long-term viability of the Trusts. Smith refers to a letter to the Society’s Honorary Secretary in November 1959 in which Cadbury comments, “unfortunately, with changing conditions it would be a brave man who could feel certain that all the Nature Trusts being formed today will be in existence in fifty years time and adequately supported by voluntary subscriptions”.133 The Society thought it a matter for the Trusts themselves but agreed to recommend that Trusts include a provision in their Memorandum and Articles that, in the event of their being wound up or dissolved, their nature reserves should, as far as possible, revert to the Society. SMITH reports that this compromise “seemed to satisfy everyone”.134 CADBURY’S “misgivings soon disappeared and he threw himself wholeheartedly into the building of a strong Trusts’ movement”.135


In 1959, the Society’s HANDBOOK carried news from the Trusts for the first time. Reports from the eight Trusts that had been formed so far were introduced by HURCOMB, the Society’s President. “I have constantly advocated the establishment of County or Regional Naturalists’ Trusts as an effective means of preserving and protecting our surviving natural life, both plants and animals. . . fears have been expressed that such Trusts may overlap or even duplicate the work of other bodies. I do not think this need or should be so”.136 He continued, “the best answer to these fears and the positive case for the Trusts will be found, admirably illustrated, in these brief descriptions of the achievements of the older Trusts and the objectives of all of them”.137


AT THE CROSSROADS


The Society’s commitment to the new Trusts’ movement and indeed to the other new bodies – the Council for Nature and the Conservancy – had been added to its traditional role as reserves’ manager and, up to 1959, to its international interests. Although DIVER’S reorganisation had helped, it brought with it the need to administer an increasing number of meetings. The Society’s resources were also “heavily taxed in making good its promised grant of £1,000 to the Council for Nature and in meeting certain heavy and unexpected charges in respect of the Warden’s Lodge at WOODWALTON FEN”.138


The world was changing quickly and the Society was still in danger of being torn in too many directions. It was standing at the crossroads and sooner or later it would have to make a choice about the direction it wished to take. In the meantime, for the Trusts, there were no such complications. The future looked bright. Eight Trusts had been formed, four Trusts were about to be incorporated and two more were in the process of formation. Three thousand copies of the HANDBOOK article on the Trusts had been distributed and plans were well advanced for their first national conference to be held in Skegness at the invitation of the LINCOLNSHIRE TRUST in May 1960 (SKEGNESS CONFERENCE). NICHOLSON, by now Director General of the Conservancy, in an inspiring conclusion to the Skegness Conference, would reflect on the post-war period and the coming decade. “Owing largely to the war and to the heavy losses of leaders of the movement for nature conservation, a severe difficulty has been experienced in regaining and surpassing the earlier momentum which was built up mainly through the efforts of the Society for the Promotion of Nature Reserves. During the past year or two, however, concrete results have been emerging at a more encouraging rate and, above all, solid progress has been made in achieving the long overdue modernisation, reorganisation and revivification of natural history and nature conservation in Great Britain. Younger men and women are also coming forward to take their full share of responsibility and make good the gaps in the ranks”.139 He concluded, “disastrous and irreversible changes affecting wild life are being initiated all over the world with bewildering speed and energy. Such forces as conservation has hitherto been able to muster are quite negligible in scale compared with what must now be faced. On the other hand the potential strength of conservation is also immeasurably great, if only it can be tapped and made effective in time. The race is now on and, although it is much too early to prophesy, we at least have some grounds for declining to take a pessimistic view of the outcome. Very soon, certainly within the next five years, we will be able to judge whether the response of naturalists to the challenge is or is not going to prove significant in determining the result”.140
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CHAPTER 4



Defining moments 1960–1969



Spring now comes unheralded by the return of the birds, and early mornings are strangely silent where once they were filled with the beauty of bird song.


From Silent Spring by Rachel Carson, 1963


 


 


Despite the activities of organisations like the Society and the emerging Trusts, at the beginning of the 1960s there were relatively few people in the wider world who fully recognised the seriousness of the threat to the natural world. There were still fewer who were doing anything about it. The UK Government had established the Nature Conservancy (the Conservancy) as its wildlife advisors and acknowledged the need to protect certain special wildlife sites. But it was under little pressure from public opinion to go further. Indeed, the optimism and enthusiasm so evident immediately after the war was beginning to fade and there was a danger that some of the advances would be lost.


From time to time, issues concerning individual species protection – the conservation of deer in Scotland and protection of wildflowers, for instance – hit the headlines. Individual site issues also attracted attention. The controversial proposal to build an atomic energy power station on a top grade wildlife site at Dungeness was a case in point. But until there was a reliable and accepted understanding of the problems and the foreseeable trends facing the natural environment, combined with an increased awareness of the issues, neither the Government nor the public at large were likely to take the matter more seriously.


This then was the challenge for the growing, but still small, band of ‘nature conservationists’. It needed to develop its understanding not just of individual species but of their ecology and management. It also needed to make sense of man’s past and present inter-relationship with nature. The next step would be to articulate all this in a popular way that would secure public and, ultimately, further Government support. This challenge was taken up by both the Society and the Trusts in the next few years. For example, by the Society’s active support of the Council for Nature’s hugely popular NATIONAL NATURE WEEKS in 1963 and 1966.


A “natural sequel”141 to National Nature Week was a series of three conferences on the theme of THE COUNTRYSIDE IN 1970. The initial conference spawned a set of ongoing study groups and, together with a second conference in November 1965, these were especially important in defining the pressures facing wildlife and the environment and provided some much needed structure to conservation thinking.


CHANGES IN AGRICULTURE


As the decade unfolded, the tensions between man and nature increasingly came to the fore. Nowhere were these demonstrated more clearly than in the modernisation of British agriculture.


In the 1940s and 1950s, the deterioration of the countryside – from war-time activity, spreading towns, new industries and a developing transport network – was largely recognised and, to a degree, was being addressed through the planning system. However, agriculture had been left outside the planning system and many post-war commentators had misjudged the likely pace of change. Even an authority like Arthur Tansley felt able to write in 1945, “it is scarcely probable that the extension of agriculture will go much further, for the limits of profitable agricultural land must have been reached in most places”.142 Likewise, the authors of the Huxley Committee’s report in 1947, whilst not dismissing the impact of agriculture, commented, “competition for land between scientific and agricultural interests, though it may occur, is hardly an important factor. The land most suitable for reservation is not that which it has been thought sufficiently profitable to bring under recent cultivation”.143


However, by the 1960s, Britain was fast becoming the most mechanised of farming nations. The corresponding drop in the number of horses (only one farm in ten had a working horse in 1965) brought with it a corresponding drop in the production of oats and the availability of manure to replace soil nutrients. There was a move to larger fields and larger farming units to maximise economic returns. With a generous Government subsidy system and increasing use of chemicals, farming practices were rapidly transformed, enabling hitherto ‘poor’ land to be brought into production and diseases and infestations to be controlled with an array of new fungicides and insecticides.


The issues surrounding TOXIC CHEMICALS AND WILDLIFE – highlighted so dramatically in one of the most influential books of the century, Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring – came to dominate the environmental agenda throughout the decade and beyond. The publication of Silent Spring in Britain in 1963 was among a series of high profile events that began to force environmental issues into the public consciousness and onto the political agenda. Others included the 1964 proposal to build a reservoir on a scientifically-important upland area at cow GREEN in Upper Teesdale, Northumberland and the 1967 TORREY CANYON oil tanker disaster off the Cornish coast. It was on such issues that the young statutory and non-statutory conservation movements began, rather tentatively, to cut their campaigning teeth.


The decision to ignore the pleas of conservationists, and to go ahead with the Cow Green reservoir, was one of the factors that prompted the Conservancy to undertake a Nature Conservation Review in 1967 – “a stock-taking exercise of the nation’s ‘natural heritage’”.144 This would be the first such stocktake since the survey work of the Nature Reserves Investigation Committee in the 1940s in which the Society had played such a prominent part. The plan was to apply a “more rigorous and comprehensive approach”145 to the establishment of a reserve series that would be “truly representative of the major British ecosystems and their variants”.146


THE MOVEMENT EXPANDS


With Britain in the midst of a new agricultural revolution, Skegness in Lincolnshire was a good choice of venue for the Trusts’ first national conference in May 1960 (SKEGNESS CONFERENCE). Here in the eastern counties was further proof, if further proof was necessary, of why a new local conservation movement was needed.


Introducing Lincolnshire to delegates, Dick Cornwallis (Lincolnshire farmer and Chairman of the LINCOLNSHIRE TRUST) and TED SMITH described how on the county’s higher ground and peat fens, “holdings are large, and there is a trend elsewhere to even bigger farms. As a result, farming is intensive and the effects of new methods and techniques are quickly apparent. In many areas, for example, the landscape which the eighteenth and early nineteenth century landowners and farmers created after enclosure has disappeared: the hedges, trees, copses, ponds and other semi-natural features which supported a wide variety of plants and animals have been removed and the countryside is bare and windswept”.147 The Lincolnshire Trust, they reported, was on a salvage or rescue operation. Without the Trusts’ intervention, five of its 13 nature reserves would have been destroyed or severely damaged and the value of several others significantly impaired.


For the Society and the 15 existing and nascent Trusts that attended the first national conference (CONFERENCES), Skegness was a significant landmark. The representatives returned to their counties with renewed confidence and enthusiasm, keen to get on with the job and to encourage the setting up of even more Trusts. Members of the Society’s REGIONAL LIAISON COMMITTEE – eventually renamed the County Naturalists’ Trusts’ Committee – also helped to expand the movement by encouraging others around the country and advising about formation procedures, publicity, finances and conservation problems. One of the first requirements of the newly-forming Trusts was the need for a constitution that would enable them to achieve charitable status. In June 1960, the Committee agreed a model Memorandum and Articles of Association drafted by RON HICKLING and based on those adopted by the LEICESTERSHIRE TRUST. It was a more modern version of the Memorandum and Articles approved by the NORFOLK TRUST in 1926. In September, it was reported that “these were being well used by Trusts in the process of formation and. . . proving of value”.148


Prominent amongst the committee’s members were its new HONORARY SECRETARY (from November 1959), SMITH and its new CHAIRMAN (from January 1960), CHRISTOPHER CADBURY. Both were involved with increasing amounts of correspondence and with travelling to all corners of the country to attend inaugural events and to meet with a growing band of Trust enthusiasts. One such enthusiast was the ‘master of field botany’, Dr Francis Rose. Rose had helped form the KENT TRUST and was now actively promoting the formation of Trusts across all of south-east England. The Society’s annual report to March 1961 records “a further most gratifying, indeed an almost spectacular, growth in the Naturalists’ Trust movement”.149 In 1960, new Trusts were being established in ESSEX, BEDFORDSHIRE AND HUNTINGDONSHIRE, BERKSHIRE, BUCKINGHAMSHIRE AND OXFORDSHIRE and HAMPSHIRE AND THE ISLE OF WIGHT.


For Smith the workload was becoming critical. He was not keen to relinquish his position as Honorary Secretary at such an important time but was reluctant to give up his university career. In any case the Society did not have the resources to employ Smith on a permanent basis. There was the danger too, if he eased off, that the Council for Nature might move to fill any vacuum and so jeopardise the independent position the Trusts had struggled to secure. In December 1960, Smith wrote to NORMAN RILEY saying “this business is snowballing and we shall have to look again at our means of coping with it”.150 The time was also fast approaching when the 15 places allocated for Trusts on the County Naturalists’ Trusts’ Committee would be exceeded. In June 1961, the Society’s Council agreed to expand the Committee to allow a representative of every Trust to be a member; for the Committee to meet annually but to have a smaller Standing Sub-Committee; and in June 1961 to appoint an Administrative Assistant – its first member of staff, John Ellis. This appointment made it possible for Smith to remain as Honorary Secretary.


Ellis had been a clerk in Lincolnshire’s East Lindsey District planning office but was keen to work in conservation, even at a lower salary. The appointment was funded by a grant from the Society (£250 in the first year and £500 in each of the succeeding three years) and by a £150 donation from the LINCOLNSHIRE TRUST and a smaller amount from the University of Nottingham.


During 1961, Trusts were being formed in DORSET, SUSSEX, DEVON, DERBYSHIRE, SUFFOLK and GLOUCESTERSHIRE with many more in the pipeline. The same year a Trust was formed in GLAMORGAN, and the WEST WALES FIELD SOCIETY, which covered the old counties of Pembroke, Carmarthen, Cardigan and Merioneth, also became an incorporated Trust. On the occasion of the Society’s 50th birthday (ANNIVERSARIES), at the second Naturalists’ Trusts’ Conference held in Norwich in May 1962, 30 Trusts were represented – twice as many as at Skegness. The conference also encouraged the NORFOLK TRUST to engage and interact more with the growing family of Trusts. By the end of 1963 there were 34 Trusts and, with the formation of Trusts in SOMERSET and SCOTLAND the following year, coverage of almost all of England, Scotland and Wales was complete.


FINDING NEW RESOURCES


It was one thing to start a Trust, it was another to maintain and widen membership and sustain educational and conservation activity. For this the Trusts needed early successes. Whilst driven by necessity, the acquisition of nature reserves was also one of the best ways to demonstrate credibility and attract support. Opening the Trusts’ 1962 Norwich conference Tim Colman, President of the Norfolk Trust, entreated Trusts to never miss a chance to acquire reserves – “tomorrow it may be too late”.151 But relatively large sums of money were required, often at short notice, and young Trusts, despite several successful largely site-based appeals, were frequently stretched financially.


The Society moved decisively to help. It agreed to supplement its Reserves Fund (established in 1958) with a £5,000 revolving loan fund for the use of the Trusts. In January 1962, following negotiations by CADBURY, an interest free loan of £25,000 was secured from the Nuffield Foundation for the express purpose of financing Trusts’ reserve acquisition programmes. In April the same year, the Pilgrim Trust made the first of several outright annual grants of £3,000 for the same purpose and in May, money (albeit a smaller amount than anticipated) was made available for small grants from the recently formed World Wildlife Fund (WWF) (WWF FUNDING). The County Naturalists’ Trusts’ Committee (REGIONAL LIAISON COMMITTEE) now took on the task of processing funding applications from the Trusts for financial aid for nature reserve acquisition and management. By 1965, the Society was advising on and processing some 20 to 25 grant and loan applications a year.


The HANDBOOK for 1965 summarised the use of the Nuffield, Pilgrim and WWF Funds. Important sites such as Hayley Wood and the Ouse Washes in Cambridgeshire; Fingringhoe Wick in Essex; Cors Goch in Anglesey (NATURE RESERVES OWNED BY THE SOCIETY); the Great and Little Fens at Redgrave and Lopham in Suffolk; and the Gower Cliffs and Whiteford Burrows in Glamorgan were acquired between 1961 and 1965. A further notable acquisition in 1962 was the KENT TRUST’S first freehold property, the chalk grassland site of Downe Bank. The site was close to what had been Charles Darwin’s home for the last 40 years of his life. Known by the Darwin family as Orchis Bank, observations on this ‘entangled bank’, particularly of the wildflowers, provided Darwin with important evidence to support his theory of evolution by natural selection.


Twenty-six properties covering nearly 2,400 acres were acquired in this period at a cost of little more than £86,500 (or just £36 per acre), and they benefited from grants of nearly £20,000 and loans of just over £39,000. The Trustees of the Nuffield Foundation were so pleased with the use of the Loan Fund that they converted the loan into an outright donation in June 1965.


The Society’s financial support of Trusts at this critical point in their development was a great achievement. In the ten years to 1970, 500 nature reserves were acquired by the Trusts. As the Handbook put it, “it is no exaggeration to say that had it been necessary for the Trusts concerned to find unaided the means to acquire these reserves many would have been lost before adequate funds could have been raised”.152


THE WORKLOAD INCREASES


Despite the additional secretarial support, the central administration continued to struggle to meet the Trusts’ demands. A more fundamental solution was needed. Fortunately, SMITH’S employer, Nottingham University, were willing to agree an 11-month secondment and permission was secured from the Nuffield Foundation Trust to use the interest from its generous loan to employ him as Coordinating Adviser to the Trusts.


Smith resigned from the Society’s Council and as Honorary Secretary to the County Naturalists’ Trusts’ Committee at the Council meeting in June 1962. He took up his appointment at the beginning of September. At the same time, after holding the presidential office for 11 years, LORD HURCOMB retired and CHRISTOPHER CADBURY was elected to take his place as the Society’s seventh PRESIDENT. The Smith-Cadbury partnership that had proved so valuable in promoting the Trust movement and in the work of the Society’s Trust Committee, was now in an even stronger position to bring about further integration of the Trusts into the life of the Society.


For SMITH, the coming ‘secondment’ months were hectic, not least because the period included work on two new important initiatives to improve relationships with the statutory sector.


The first of these was designed to improve relations with the Forestry Commission (FC). After negotiations, an agreement was eventually concluded in June 1964 whereby Trusts could be granted a licence in return for an annual payment to manage important FC wildlife sites.


The second initiative was aimed at improving relations between the Trusts and the Conservancy. There were already close links, with several prominent individuals in the Trusts on the Conservancy’s Council and England Committee, including (not all at the same time) WALTER LANE (Lincolnshire), Charles Sinker (Shropshire), Ted Smith (Lincolnshire), David Streeter (Sussex) and Max Walters (Cambridgeshire). In addition, a liaison scheme was agreed in April 1963 to encourage closer joint working on policy, for example, on the coordination of responses to planning applications and on Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs). Sheail writes “an obvious instance of collaboration between the Conservancy and voluntary bodies was in making surveys of SSSIs, maintaining contact with their owners and occupiers, and alerting the Conservancy to any threat”.153 Referring to the Trusts, he continues, “an obvious difficulty was that of obtaining a similar level and quality of response from each Trust. Whereas the CAMBRIDGESHIRE and LINCOLNSHIRE TRUSTS rapidly assembled files of information on their SSSIs, the NORFOLK TRUST claimed to be too preoccupied with its reserves”.154


But the new liaison arrangement with the Conservancy was to prove valuable in other ways too. In 1965, the Government decided to incorporate the Conservancy into a new Natural Environment Research Council (NERC) designed to improve the coordination of environmental research. In its new guise the Conservancy increasingly felt that its conservation functions were being impaired. It was grateful when it received not just the practical support of its voluntary ‘friends’ (including the Society), but their advocacy as well. Amid growing controversy at the beginning of the 1970s, the Council of NERC appointed a committee to recommend a solution to the problem. This was the start of a process that would lead to further reorganisation, with the loss of the Conservancy’s major research function, including research stations like Monks Wood, and the passing of its conservation, advisory and education functions to a new Nature Conservancy Council in 1973.


In addition to the work with the FC and the Conservancy, SMITH was being drawn more and more into mainstream conservation issues. These included the protection of wild plants (CONSERVATION OF WILD CREATURES AND WILD PLANTS ACT 1975), the management of predatory mammals, the preservation of the coastline, the effects of toxic chemicals on wildlife (TOXIC CHEMICALS AND WILDLIFE) and the educational use of nature reserves.


But the bulk of Smith’s time continued to be taken up with the emerging Trusts. He visited more than 20 during his secondment, talking at events, providing them with advice and assistance and studying the many problems and opportunities confronting them. This included assessing their individual financial and administrative needs.


A NATIONAL SECRETARIAT


When Smith returned full-time to Nottingham University in July 1963, he was able to resume a voluntary position with the Society which took the decision to ‘promote’ him as the Society’s Joint Honorary Secretary with NORMAN RILEY. Riley concentrated on the Society’s traditional core work, its daily correspondence, the Society’s properties and aspects of its relationship with other national and international bodies, while Smith continued to deal with the Trusts’ affairs.


Gradually the surge of activity across the country to establish new Trusts began to slow down. The Society’s hands, however, were still full with networking advice, and being a dependable focal point for practical support and a safety net for the vulnerable and weaker Trusts in the early stages of their development.


In November 1963, the Duke of Edinburgh described the Trusts in a newspaper article as “the front line troops”155 in conservation. It was increasingly true and, as a consequence, the Society’s workload showed no signs of diminishing. Early in 1964, the general consensus was that it was no longer possible to cater for the needs of the Trusts on a part-time honorary basis. A properly staffed secretariat with office accommodation had to be established.


The Society turned once again to Ted Smith. Fortunately, he was able to secure a further secondment of three years from his University (eventually extended to four) to work 40 per cent of his time with the Society as Principal Advisory Officer. Smith started work on 1st October 1964. After appointing an Assistant Advisory Officer, William (Wilf) Dawson in early 1965, the day-to-day operation dealing with the Trusts’ affairs moved from Smith’s house to more spacious offices at the Manor House in Alford, Lincolnshire, in May 1965 (OFFICES OF THE SOCIETY).


The new national secretariat was not the only sign of a growing relationship between the Society and the Trusts. The Society began leasing its smaller reserves to the Trusts; started selling Christmas cards in 1963; and, perhaps most significantly of all, in 1964, asked Trusts for financial support towards the expanding work of the County Naturalists’ Trusts’ Committee (REGIONAL LIAISON COMMITTEE). The Trusts unanimously accepted this request – with most needing little persuasion – and agreed to make a minimum contribution of £2 per 100 members for all Trusts that had completed one full financial year after inauguration. Two years later this was increased to £5 per 100 members – another sign of growing confidence in the Committee and the Society’s patronage. The principle of Trusts providing some funding for their national association had been established.


The Society’s move to create a national secretariat was not universally supported. SMITH relates how “there were unfortunately some who were closely involved with the Council for Nature who continued to agitate for Trusts’ affairs to be dealt with by the Council. Even within the Society some of the older Honorary Officers – perhaps because understandably they shied away from extra work and responsibility – were opposed. . . WOODDISSE, the Honorary Treasurer, made this quite plain to me; RILEY’S attitude was always somewhat equivocal, and HURCOMB, although he had supported the Trusts’ involvement with SPNR, would still have preferred them to go in with the Council for Nature”.156


The move to develop a national secretariat was also seen as empire building and divisive by the Council for Nature. In November 1963, Smith was head-hunted to become the Council for Nature’s Secretary, no doubt in a move to try to neutralise the Society’s national position. Smith declined the offer and in the following year the relationship reached an all-time low when the Council openly accused the Society, and CADBURY and Smith in particular, of being intent on splitting the conservation movement. The row only succeeded in stiffening the resolve of the Trusts’ Committee to encourage the Society to press ahead with the strengthening of its secretariat and to embark on intensive negotiations to reform the Council for Nature. This process, in cooperation with the RSPB, was progressed by a special meeting with officers of the Council for Nature in March 1965.


The future organisation of the Council for Nature remained of concern to both the Society and the RSPB. In 1968, the Council adopted a revised constitution designed to facilitate cooperation with the Society, the RSPB and other interested organisations, reverting in effect to the form of constitution originally proposed for the Council by its founder bodies.


This pre-occupation with the organisation of the conservation movement was a recurring theme throughout the decade. As we shall now discover, at times this threatened to get in the way of real progress with nature conservation on the ground.


A MERGER TOO FAR?


At the Trusts’ fourth national conference in Bournemouth in 1966 the RSPB’s Director, Peter Conder, proposed a merger between the RSPB and the Society. This was done with SMITH’S knowledge and built on the close ties that existed between the two organisations. “There is a growing feeling amongst many of us that what is now needed is one major reserve-owning voluntary conservation organisation, concerned with the protection of birds, plants and animals and with conservation in its widest sense”.157 The proposal was welcomed at the conference by the then Deputy Director General of the Conservancy, Robert (Bob) Boote. “Rapidly-increasing pressures on the countryside demanded even more from the voluntary bodies in being the ‘spearhead of ideas’, pioneering new standards, acting as watchdogs . . . conserving sites and species and educating and informing others”.158 The merger, to include in Boote’s mind, the Council for Nature, would “provide a framework for the unification of purpose throughout the conservation movement”.159 He went further, why not a move towards a grand alliance of naturalist and amenity bodies acting in concert under an umbrella title, such as the Royal Society or Council for the Conservation of Nature and Landscape?


This was a step too far for both bodies but Conder’s proposal met with a cautious, but nevertheless positive, response from the Society. Negotiations to establish a Society for the Conservation of Nature were conducted bilaterally through an existing RSPB/SPNR Liaison Committee, with the discussions over the reorganisation of the Council for Nature carrying on in parallel. There was much analysis of the two societies and in fact agreement on many issues. But behind the scenes there were those on both sides who were less than enthusiastic. In the Society there were fears of a takeover by the RSPB. In January 1967, when negotiations failed to secure parity of representation for the Trusts on the new body’s Council (a core demand of the Society), the Society decided that a merger in a new body was premature. It was agreed that a full merger should remain the aim of both the Society and the RSPB but that Smith and Conder should go away and explore alternative ways of bringing about closer collaboration between the two bodies.


It was not long, however, before the issue began to rise up the agenda once again. In February 1969, no sooner had the Council for Nature been reorganised than its Chairman, Sir Landsborough Thomson, put forward his own Plan for a Merger (see MERGER PROPOSALS) designed to bring about a tripartite merger between the Society, the RSPB and the Council for Nature. By including the Council for Nature, Sir Landsborough was keeping the natural history societies in the mix. This move was welcomed by some naturalists who remained upset that local societies and field clubs were being squeezed out by, what they saw as, the headlong rush to establish Trusts. By May, for the Society’s part, the plan was considered “impracticable and inadequate”160 and “not a suitable basis for fruitful negotiation”.161 By December it was effectively dead in the water.


As part of its response, however, the Society had drafted a broader policy statement on the future of the voluntary nature conservation movement at a two-day meeting at Whiteslea Lodge on Hickling Broad in Norfolk. The policy recognised that in the long term a new organisation would be needed as long as it properly balanced local and national interests. The thinking that had gone into this paper was to prove useful soon afterwards in preparing a new joint RSPB/SPNR document entitled, A New Look at the Future of the Voluntary Nature Conservation Movement (MERGER PROPOSALS). The Society considered this paper at its Executive meeting in November 1969 and endorsed a joint proposal by the RSPB/ SPNR Liaison Committee to invite six ‘wise men’ (eventually four) to map out a way forward. The negotiations over their report, completed in 1971, went on for another two years before finally failing once again. The consultants’ plan was formally rejected by the RSPB in March 1973, having been accepted by almost all the Trusts and the Society a year earlier.


SMITH, who had been at the centre of nearly eight years of negotiations, recalls how both sides at the end were “suffering from negotiation fatigue”.162 He attributed failure to the fact that “the RSPB perceived itself to be the stronger body and was therefore reluctant to accept the principle of parity on the governing body”.163 However, the ‘wise men’ had found no significant difference in resources between the two organisations when the vast amount of voluntary help available to the Trusts was taken into account. At the RSPB there had been a genuine desire to strengthen the nature conservation movement but there had also been mistrust of WALTER LANE, the leader of the ‘wise men’. Conder had had to contend with strongly opposing views internally. David Lea, the RSPB’s Conservation Director – who was closely in touch with David Streeter, a young academic and member of the Society’s Executive – along with Dawson, had been keen to see a positive outcome to the negotiations. Stanley Cramp, Chairman of the RSPB’s Council, was opposed and Cecil Winnington-Ingram, the RSPB’s Finance Director, had been unconvinced by the proposals of the ‘wise men’ and had produced his own version of the merger plan. Conder summed up his personal position. “I am clear in my own mind. . . having two sorts of autonomy or forty or fifty autonomies, however many it may be, is only going to add enormously to the existing problems. If I am committed to anything I am committed to a single body, with a single unity and a single loyalty”.164 This was never going to happen. Sir Landsborough’s prediction at the time, that without mergers the movement would suffer “in its practical effectiveness and in its public image”,165 can be seen with hindsight as somewhat over-dramatic, but it is nevertheless fascinating to speculate on what might have been.


There was a final postscript to all the merger negotiations. In October 1973, a further, somewhat bureaucratic, merger plan was circulated by a small group of RSPB staff entitled, A Plan for a New Organisation to Replace the County Naturalists Trusts, RSPB and SPNR. There was, however, little appetite for yet another proposal and it too died a death. No serious recriminations followed as a result of the merger failure which, in the end, both sides accepted as inevitable. Conder and Smith remained on good terms and there was continuing collaboration between the Society and the RSPB on a number of issues.


DEVELOPING POLICY


There was a growing amount of business being generated for the County Naturalists’ Trusts’ Committee (REGIONAL LIAISON COMMITTEE), partly through two successful liaison groups – one with the RSPB and the other with the Nature Conservancy. In the case of the RSPB, while the merger discussions dominated many of the joint meetings, time was found to debate ‘real’ conservation matters. There was collaboration between the two organisations over the impact of various barrage schemes on wildlife, representation on Sports Councils and joint policies on oil pollution following the TORREY CANYON and other oil tanker disasters. A recurring issue raised with the Conservancy was its imposition of a limit on the number of SSSIs, contrary to the official scientific guidelines on SSSI selection. The Conservancy’s desire to see improvements in the management and protection for chalk grassland was, however, strongly backed by the Society and the Trusts. The agenda of the main County Naturalists’ Trusts’ Committee also reflected the wide range of issues with which the conservation movement was now engaged. These ranged from the promotion of a site recording system for Trust reserves (BIOLOGICAL SITES RECORDING SCHEME) and a policy on introductions to nature reserves, to the environmental impact of straw and stubble burning, and the wildlife management of roadside verges and common land.


The Trusts’ Committee was also spending more time scrutinising legislation. For example, the latest Agriculture Bill included provisions for the removal of hedgerows, and a Farm and Garden Chemicals Bill proposed better labelling for chemicals. There was a Conservation of Seals Bill and a Lea Valley Regional Park Bill to establish an authority responsible for the development, preservation and management of an area adjacent to the River Lea of interest to the HERTFORDSHIRE AND MIDDLESEX TRUST.


The most significant piece of legislation for the countryside, however, was a Countryside Bill designed to convert the existing National Parks Commission into a broader-based Countryside Commission. It also held out the prospect of a revision of Part III (Nature Conservation) of the National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 1949 and with it, better protection for SSSIs. In 1964, the MP for Gainsborough, Marcus Kimball, had presented a Private Members Bill for the better protection of SSSIs following the drainage and ploughing of Waddingham Common SSSI in Lincolnshire with the help of a Government grant. The bill had failed but it had been among a number of factors that had led the Government to bring forward its Countryside Bill. The Society made representations on behalf of the Trusts and in July the Countryside Act 1968 received Royal Assent. In the circumstances, Section 15 of the Act was of particular interest. It enabled the Conservancy to give financial incentives to owners and occupiers for the preservation and appropriate management of their SSSIs. The Act also enabled local authorities to make grants for land purchase. Above all, it imposed, for the first time, a duty (Section 11) on every Minister, Government Department and public body to “have regard to the desirability of conserving the natural beauty and amenity of the countryside”.166 The ‘conservation of natural beauty’ was interpreted to include the ‘conservation of flora, fauna and geological and physiographical features’. Just over ten years later the Government’s Countryside Review Committee, reporting on this new obligation, noted considerable public scepticism about how far it was being heeded. The Committee believed that the lack of transparency in policy making and the low level of public expenditure, hardly suggested that conservation measures were taken seriously.


From March 1965, much of the work of the Society’s Trusts’ Committee was done through two advisory groups. The Conservation Group was chaired by David Streeter (converted to a full Committee in 1968) and the Administration and Publicity Group was chaired initially by Group Captain Montgomery of the NORFOLK TRUST and later by Captain Sir Thomas Barlow of the BERKSHIRE, BUCKINGHAMSHIRE AND OXFORDSHIRE TRUST. The latter took on the responsibility for the growing number of sales and promotional items, such as tea towels, scarves, Christmas cards, calendars, WILDLIFE FILMS and exhibitions. The Society’s soon to be ubiquitous corporate tie, featuring its badger’s head design, appeared in the spring of 1965. Produced by Messrs CH Munday Ltd to a specification from ANDREW RUCK of the KENT TRUST (and later the Society’s Honorary Treasurer), the Society ordered an initial 1,000 ties costing twelve shillings each. They were sold on for seventeen shillings and sixpence. Such was the growth in sales over the next few years – by 1969 sales of Christmas cards were benefiting Trusts to the tune of £7,000 per year – that by the end of the decade the Society made the decision to appoint a junior officer to handle the increased sales business.


In October 1968, SMITH returned to full-time employment with Nottingham University and once again became the HONORARY SECRETARY, with NORMAN RILEY switching roles to become Honorary Treasurer. Much of the day-to-day work on policy, office structures, sales and reserve matters were now handled by Wilf Dawson. Indeed, when Smith’s secondment had finished, Dawson had been joined by an Assistant Administrative Officer.


During 1968, the Society also took the step of opening up its Conservation Committee to membership by other conservation bodies. It was a sign of growing confidence. The idea was that the new committee, called the CONSERVATION LIAISON COMMITTEE, would stimulate the networking of information and ideas on practical conservation, research and management – a ‘round table’ for both the Government and non-government conservation community. In doing so it was setting itself up in potential competition with the Council for Nature. With the Council’s reorganisation the same year, however, ruffled feathers were soon smoothed. An understanding was reached whereby the Society provided the forum that largely concentrated on practical conservation, while the Council for Nature concentrated on political lobbying and national policy issues.


The Society was fortunate to have David Streeter as the first Chairman of the new Conservation Liaison Committee. Streeter, a Lecturer in Ecology at the University of Sussex, was passionate to see some science and discipline applied to the principles of conservation and its practice on the ground, and for clearer messages to be disseminated to the public about nature conservation. He wrote, “the extent to which the aims and meaning of conservation are still either totally misunderstood or even completely unheard of today is disturbing. In spite of the activities of conservationists and the publicity given to them by press, radio and TV, the essentials still have not taken root in the minds of either the general public or a large proportion of those in authority”.167


Leading the new Conservation Liaison Committee gave Streeter the opportunity to play a part in changing this situation and to be a means by which new thinking on natural resource conservation could be passed on and become a common currency – for example, in universities like University College London, where a new MSc course on conservation had been established in 1960. Streeter’s communication skills and systematic approach were evident in his ordered and visionary speech Countryside Conservation – the role of the County Trusts to the Trusts’ fifth national conference (CONFERENCES) in Canterbury in 1968.


In this speech Streeter felt confident enough to attempt a definition of conservation. He believed that because it is still “a relatively new, and therefore actively evolving, discipline, it appears to many to be a rather diffuse, unconnected, incoherent subject with ill-defined boundaries. This image does little to recommend it to those whom one is seeking to convert. Definitions of complex subjects are almost always inadequate, but if conservation has to be defined then something along the lines of ‘the planned long term management of the countryside and its natural resources for the benefit of the community as a whole, without prejudice to its productivity or potential’ includes the essential elements”.168 At around the same time, SMITH was describing conservation as a word “increasingly used and often imperfectly understood”.169 In his presidential address to the Lincolnshire Naturalists’ Union in March 1969, SMITH adopted an even more succinct definition – “the wise use of those resources which constitute the major elements of our natural environment: air, land, water and wildlife”.170


In his ‘Canterbury’ definition, Streeter went on to describe four important constituents to conservation. First, it involved a synthesis of three separate disciplines, namely ecology, economics and sociology; second, conservation did not exist simply to serve the interests of naturalists but, within agreed limits, should benefit as many people as possible; third, conservation involved long-term planning; and fourth, there were limits to the amount of pressure a piece of land could withstand without itself deteriorating in the process. Streeter visualised conservation operating at three overlapping and interdependent levels. First, broad policies of land utilisation (including assessing priorities of land-use) using ecological and sociological considerations, not just economic criteria; second, once an area of land had been allotted to various interests, it was necessary to ensure each minimised their impact on the environment; and third, the direct administration and management of nature reserves and conservation education in field biology. Streeter identified the Trusts’ role in this brave new world. They were uniquely placed to influence local government, River Authorities, Regional Sports Councils and to advise land managers, including farmers, and to create an enlightened membership in a position to influence public opinion.


FINDING THE WORKFORCE


While a few individuals in Trusts were beginning to take this message to heart, most had their heads down, preoccupied with getting their Trusts established and developing skills to manage their nature reserve portfolios. Some Trusts, for example, had initially used the Council for Nature’s NATIONAL CONSERVATION CORPS for practical management when it was launched in 1959. But Trusts soon began making their own arrangements for reserve management. In 1961, the LINCOLNSHIRE TRUST established its own conservation corps and went on to support two independent corps in Lincoln and Grimsby. The same year, along with Lincolnshire, Trusts in CAMBRIDGESHIRE, KENT, SURREY and BERKSHIRE, BUCKINGHAMSHIRE AND OXFORDSHIRE were described as having “organised their own conservation corps teams using Boy Scouts, members of youth clubs and school parties in addition to their own members”.171 The GLOUCESTERSHIRE TRUST started its own conservation corps in 1965, attracting volunteers mostly in the “thirteen to seventeen age bracket with older ones always welcome”172 who were prepared to “devote some of their spare time to the common weal”.173


Establishing a Trust was a roller-coaster experience – from the high of acquiring a new nature reserve to the low of a core-funding deficit. Trusts were still run by enthusiastic individuals and were firmly rooted in a voluntary culture. But the volume and technical nature of the work already undertaken, let alone the matters being proposed by Streeter, meant that Trusts had to begin to think increasingly of employing full-time paid assistance. At the very least paid help would be needed to carry out practical conservation work and to provide continuity in their Trust’s day-to-day activities.


But Trusts frequently needed a kick-start in this process and in 1968 the Society seized on an opportunity provided by the Carnegie United Kingdom Trust. The Carnegie Trust had announced that during its next funding quinquennium it would be accepting applications for grants towards countryside projects. The Society immediately applied for a grant towards Trust staff appointments and was rewarded when Carnegie agreed to make available £30,000 for five years (CARNEGIE FUNDS). Trusts were able to apply for grants to support administrative and conservation officers and nature reserve wardens, and also for educational facilities on their nature reserves and in the wider countryside.


The Trusts were quick to respond and in 1969, the first full year of the grants, 14 Trusts were successful with all but one Trust applying for grants for salaried staff. The Carnegie Trustees commented in their annual report that this was “not surprising as most Trusts have outgrown the capacity of part-time voluntary officers to cope with the increasing volume and complexity of work in such a lively movement. Paid assistance should enable more voluntary help to be recruited and used more effectively”.174


THE SOCIETY TRANSFORMED


As the decade began to draw to a close the Society’s life was now almost entirely taken up with activities and services undertaken on behalf of the 37 Trusts in England and Wales and the SCOTTISH WILDLIFE TRUST through its Trusts’ Committee (REGIONAL LIAISON COMMITTEE). In the last year of the decade, the Trusts’ combined membership increased by almost 16,000 and the number of nature reserves by more than 100, covering more than 3,000 hectares. In May 1969, all members of the Trusts had automatically been made Associates of the Society without further payment. The administration of the Funds established to help with the purchase of new Trust reserves and with the employment of full-time Trust staff, had become a major undertaking. In contrast, the Society’s Council agenda was increasingly confined to legal issues and administrative matters concerning the Society’s small number of nature reserves, and to receiving reports from the Trusts’ Committee with its associated advisory and liaison groups.


In passing, it is interesting to note a decision by the Society in June 1969 that its Committee members should be entitled to six old pence (2½ new pence) per mile for authorised car journeys and £2.00 for “overnight absences”.175


The Trusts had in effect taken over the Society and had turned it into “their national organisation adapting it to their needs”.176 The time was not far away when a major overhaul of the Society’s Royal Charter to reflect the ‘new order’, together with a further expansion of its secretariat, would be needed. Most Trusts turned naturally to the Society’s Trusts’ Committee and to national conferences for national leadership, for the security of networking and sharing experience, and above all for the financial support that the Society had been able to marshal on their behalf. But, in the same way that the Society and the Trusts’ Committee had begun to look outwards again, particularly through the CONSERVATION LIAISON COMMITTEE, so the Trusts were also beginning to gain in confidence. This meant strengthening their positions, not just as reserve managers, but also as local centres of conservation expertise and as advisors to a wider local constituency. The messages from the Canterbury conference were being heeded.


Nevertheless, most naturalists were, as yet, unused to getting involved in public issues – for example, many had to steel themselves to give evidence at planning inquiries. But the Trust movement, and indeed the conservation movement more generally, was recognising that it could no longer simply discover and define the world around it and just protect what it treasured. It was time to move on from its teenage years; it was time to grow up. It was time, in MAX NICHOLSON’S words, to become ‘eco-politicians’.


In 1964, the wildlife film-maker and later television executive, Aubrey Buxton, had noted that the willingness of millions of greyhound racing enthusiasts and fans of football and The Beatles to pay for their passions, was in marked contrast to the ‘ingrained stinginess’ of naturalists and conservationists. “If they accepted the same obligations as other members of the community towards their interests and hobbies, the conservation movement would be buoyant”.177 As Max Walters, speaking at a Botanical Society of the British Isles’ conference towards the end of the decade, put it, “many of us naturalists have learned over the past twenty years that, if we want to preserve for our children and grandchildren the range of communities and species which we ourselves have enjoyed finding and studying, we shall have to be prepared to spend time, effort and money on nature conservation. . . we must get out of our selfishness and think of the community. . . we are the first generation to have the power to consign, by indifference or by greed and insensitivity, a sizeable proportion of our native flora to extinction. . . how much survives is up to us, collectively, in Local Wildlife Trusts, in this Society, in the Committees of the Nature Conservancy or the Local Government Department”.178
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CHAPTER 5



Taking up the challenge 1970–1979



We may not have had much direct influence on the countryside itself, but I believe we have had a direct influence on man’s minds.


From the opening address by HRH The Duke of Edinburgh at The Countryside in 1970 conference, 1970


 


 


As the decade began, preparations for the final COUNTRYSIDE IN 1970 CONFERENCE were going well. Contributors from across the statutory and voluntary sectors, including the Society, were engrossed in eight study groups. Their findings were helping to develop a greater understanding of the factors contributing to the changes in the countryside, even if working out many of the solutions was proving more elusive.


The Council of Europe had declared 1970 European Conservation Year (ECY) to “encourage all Europeans to care for, work for, and enjoy a high quality environment”.179 The Council of Europe, founded in 1949 to create greater unity between its ten (later 40) member nations, was the first European political institution of its kind. More than 20 countries from Iceland to Turkey were taking part in ECY and 10,000 events were being organised in the UK alone, including a memorable sixth biennial conference for the Trusts in Oxford.


In June, the ‘environment’ registered for the first time as an issue for voters at a general election. It was also mentioned for the first time in a Queen’s speech at the opening of Parliament. New, more radical, groups were being formed with a broader environmental agenda; Friends of the Earth and Greenpeace were both established in the UK in 1971.


The Society was quick to remind the new Conservative Government under Prime Minister Edward Heath that it “should be under no illusions about public concern for conservation which the phenomenal growth of our movement indicates. This is not a political craze which will die down now that the election is over. The voluntary movement will soon want to see action – on anti-pollution measures and on positive conservation through, for example, strengthening the Nature Conservancy and the Countryside Commission. The new Government’s response to the final Countryside in 1970 conference at the end of October may tell us how seriously they take the environment”.180


In the event, there was a robust response from the Government at the October conference. According to the Prime Minister, the protection of the countryside, the avoidance of pollution, and striking of the right balance between the needs of conservation and development were now among “the most important and the most difficult tasks of Government”.181 The functions of land-use planning, prevention of pollution, construction and transport would be brought together into a single Department of the Environment for the first time. The new Secretary of State for the Environment, Peter Walker, was charged with getting “agreement with local authorities to a series of regional strategies within which proper protection can be given to the countryside”.182 The Prime Minister concluded by stating that the protection of the countryside and the prevention of pollution would be among the highest priorities of the 1970s and “it is in that spirit that this Government will tackle the problems”.183


At a time when politicians were viewed with less cynicism than today, the announcement of a new environment department was seen as genuine progress. But there was still healthy scepticism about how much the new Government would really be prepared to take on board the fundamental changes in policy and practice that were required. As a sign that words were perhaps speaking louder than deeds, the Society pointed to the position of the pollution over-lord – a cabinet post in the previous administration – that had been down-graded to Parliamentary Secretary level in the new Government.


The journalist, Jon Tinker, in an article in the New Scientist, however, expressed the view that “if politicians were beginning to show signs of wanting to jump on the conservation bandwagon, the question was now whether environmentalists were ready and capable of steering it. What were their shopping lists of administrative acts and guidelines to cope with habitat destruction and pollution?”184 It was a fair question. Wildlife habitats across the board were being lost and damaged at an unprecedented rate and policies and action on the ground still lagged far behind the rhetoric. The voluntary sector had to articulate more precisely what action was needed and to do it soon.


The huge challenge for the Society and the Trusts was how they were going to expand their advocacy role whilst continuing to fulfil their considerable land management responsibilities. They felt impelled to maintain their fire-fighting on the ground – protecting the best wildlife (it now appeared as one word) areas by defending them by any means at their disposal. But at the same time they were increasingly aware that this was no long-term solution. They would have to reach out to those who were increasingly showing an interest in the emerging nature conservation agenda – farmers, industrialists and educators as well as local and national Government. They had to convince all these sectors of the need for new ways of working, new guidance and new laws to conserve an increasingly beleaguered natural world. In fact, the shopping list that Tinker was demanding.


A NEW PROFESSIONALISM


Significantly, in the circumstances, the mood amongst the record-breaking attendance of 250 delegates at the Trusts’ Oxford conference in April 1970 (CONFERENCES) “was one of militancy for the cause. . . with the realisation that the message must be driven home at all levels”185 and that Trusts, “whilst strengthening their individual identity, must together realise their national potential”.186 This was coupled with a recognition that to be effective both the Society and the Trusts had to become more professional. This meant improving their governance, working practices and knowledge base and expanding their workforce to include staff and volunteers who were not only skilled at managing nature reserves but also able to teach children, run a sales business or lobby Parliament.


In fact some appointments of this nature were being made. In October 1972, for example, the Society made the decision to employ a full-time Sales Officer, Ann Rule, who had been working for Helena Rubinstein cosmetics in New York. The same year the SURREY TRUST employed a teacher/ecologist, Doug Hulyer, at its newly-acquired Nower Wood Education Centre. Of the first 21 grants made to Trusts under the Society’s Carnegie scheme (CARNEGIE FUNDS), nine had been for Trust administrators or executive officers rather than conservation staff. In 1971, about 80 Trust honorary officers and administrative staff met at Monks Wood Experimental Station in Huntingdonshire to discuss the day-to-day management of the Trusts, including the use of paid staff and the skills they required.


However, these developments were not going to happen without increasing the overall financial resources of the movement. The Society’s existing funding programmes for Trusts were already being well used. In the year ending March 1972, WWF’s grant aid of £28,840 towards reserve purchase was the largest amount awarded in one year since the start of its support in the autumn of 1961 (WWF FUNDING). By March 1973, the Society’s Nuffield Revolving Loan Fund had lent more than £110,000 since its establishment in 1962. Fortunately, these Funds, together with the Society’s Cadbury, Carnegie and Pilgrim Funds, were about to be supplemented with additional money from Carnegie and from three new sources.


By March 1973, the Carnegie Funds for Trusts, administered by the Society, were almost exhausted. Its support for staff – a much more difficult area to raise funds for than nature reserves – had been particularly welcome and had proved very successful. It had enabled 18 Administrative Officers, ten Conservation Officers and six Field Officers and Wardens to be appointed by 32 Trusts. Since 1968, membership had grown from 30,000 to more than 80,000 and the number of nature reserves had increased from almost 400 to more than 750.


Carnegie was now prepared to top up this fund to enable all Trusts to benefit and extended its support to cover Trusts’ interpretative schemes with an additional grant of £20,000. By the middle of the decade Trusts were expanding their educational and interpretative work. Major new visitor centres were opened by the ESSEX TRUST at Fingringhoe and the SOMERSET TRUST at Fyne Court; the LINCOLNSHIRE TRUST modernised their educational centre at Gibraltar Point; and others were under construction by the DURHAM TRUST at Bowlees in Upper Teesdale, the NORFOLK TRUST at Ranworth Broad and the SHROPSHIRE TRUST at Earls Hill. It would be a prelude to the fine track record of the Trust movement in this field (VISITOR CENTRES). As well as providing support to several of these projects, Carnegie also wanted to help the Society “strengthen its central services to Trusts, particularly in the advisory field”.187 In September 1973, an award of a further £25,000 over five years enabled the Society to employ TED SMITH as its first General Secretary from January 1975 (PRINCIPAL OFFICERS). Carnegie’s continuing support owed much to the personal interest of its Secretary, MICHAEL HOLTON, and his predecessor, David Lowe. Holton became a member of the Society’s Council and Executive in 1976 and, after retiring from the civil service in 1988, its HONORARY SECRETARY.


The first of the new sources of money involved the Countryside Commission. When it was formed under the Countryside Act 1968, it had been given the power to grant-aid land purchase, particularly land of landscape and amenity interest, as well as countryside facilities such as hides and walkways. By 1972, the Society had successfully negotiated an agreement with the Commission over the types of Trust project that would qualify for its support under the new legislation. It was the “first general scheme for Government aid to Trusts”188 and, as such, was particularly welcomed by the Society. In the first year, three grants were made to Trusts through the Society.


A legacy of £50,000, received by the Society in 1972 from Henry Newlin of Tunbridge Wells in Kent, formed part of the second source of new funding. Shortly before his death, Newlin had also transferred the assets of a charitable Trust worth more than £55,000 to the Society and had requested that the deed of gift, and the subsequent bequest, should be pooled to form the PAUL AYRES MEMORIAL FUND. The donor agreed that part of the sum could be made available as a revolving loan fund for nature reserve purchase and part, in the short term, for general purposes.


The third tranche of new funding came later in the decade. The Society was fortunate to secure an anonymous loan of £250,000 for an initial period of ten years, at a fixed interest rate of seven per cent per annum, for Trusts to ‘invest in land or property in the interests of conservation in the broadest sense’. The anonymous source was later disclosed as the Mary Snow Trust. The idea of this new LAND FUND, as it became known, was that loans could be made to Trusts not just for the purchase and management of nature reserves but also for capital projects, such as the development of new headquarters and retail outlets.


The Society had recognised as early as July 1970 that the growth in its grants and loans programme, the development of its trading enterprise and the consequent increase in staff numbers, made it desirable to keep closer control over expenditure and to examine its budgeting and accounting procedures. It established a finance and administration working party which was converted to a full-blown Finance and General Purposes Committee in May 1971. An example of its work was the announcement in October 1973 of a new grants and loans policy for the purchase of reserves. Loans would in future be made available from a joint Nuffield and Paul Ayres ‘pot’ with the Paul Ayres Memorial Fund also providing pump-priming grants for nature reserves and nationally-important sites. The Society continued to process grant applications to the WWF.


In passing, it is also worth noting that in 1973, through the generosity of its President, CHRISTOPHER CADBURY, the Society acquired several overseas island properties – nine small islands in the Falklands and the internationally-important ARIDE ISLAND in the Seychelles (NATURE RESERVES OWNED BY THE SOCIETY). The freehold of these islands was in danger of being temporarily ‘lost’ by the Society in 1982 as a result of the Argentinean invasion of the Falklands and a brief period of military unrest in the Seychelles. By 1980, responsibility for the management of the islands in the Falklands had been handed over to the Falklands Island Foundation with the freehold gifted to the Foundation in 1992. The Society continued to be actively involved in the management of Aride Island in the Seychelles for more than 30 years.


THE SALES BUSINESS


In 1974, the Society moved into a new headquarters after outgrowing the Manor House in Alford. In its search for a new home the Society had considered, and then for various reasons rejected, Charnwood Lodge, Loughborough (recently bequeathed to the LEICESTERSHIRE AND RUTLAND TRUST), the President’s home at Beaconwood, near Rednal in Worcestershire, as well as the option of acquiring additional accommodation in Alford. The final choice was the Old Church Institute at Nettleham, near Lincoln which the Society purchased for £10,000 and converted to office use (OFFICES OF THE SOCIETY). The decision had been made because the new property was still in commuting distance from the homes of the Honorary Secretary and existing staff, there was better access to trunk routes and to London by rail, and the opportunities for staff recruitment were significantly improved. An adjoining cottage was purchased for £17,500 five years later.


Up to now the Society’s sales business had been a comparatively low-key operation. The move to more satisfactory premises in September 1974 now gave the Society, under Dawson’s guiding hand, the opportunity to make substantial improvements. These included the employment of the Society’s first full-time professional Sales Officer in October and the centralisation of mail order sales for both the Society and the Trusts for the 1975–76 season. Sales goods, including a range of educational items, were also promoted through a widely distributed, 24-page, full-colour gift catalogue. An opportunity to promote the Trusts and to showcase merchandise was taken in January at a camping and outdoor life exhibition at the Empire Hall, Olympia in London.


The aim of these improvements was to free up the Trusts’ financial and manpower resources for the development of more profitable over-the-counter sales’ outlets. One of the issues that faced this new arrangement was a legacy of old lines. Although products, such as a popular series of Curwen calendars and most Christmas cards, had been successful, other lines had not. Some items could also be unpredictable. For example, a Christmas card featuring a rather strange-looking brown hare failed to sell in its first year. Yet it was a best seller the second time around. There was every expectation that the business would take time to bed down. But as it turned out, despite high inflation in the country at large, the first-year results were promising. The Society’s total income doubled during the year to more than £86,500. In addition, the Trusts made an encouraging surplus of some £18,000 on the sale of goods obtained from the Society, as well as receiving almost £9,000 in donations.


A NEW NAME AND ROYAL CHARTER


Alongside negotiations over the office move to Nettleham and the expansion of the sales business, important decisions were being made about the Society’s governance and its developing relationship with the Trusts. All Trusts now had nominees serving on the Society’s Council. So, in October 1972, “after fourteen years of vigorous and profitable activity”,189 it was decided the time had come for the County Naturalists’ Trusts’ Committee (REGIONAL LIAISON COMMITTEE) to be wound up and its functions formally transferred to the Society’s Council. Further integration of the Trusts and the Society between 1974 and 1976 was reflected in the Society’s use of the strapline ‘ACT – the Association of County Trusts for Nature Conservation’.


In 1976, these new arrangements were incorporated into a new Royal Charter under which the Trusts became Corporate Members of the Society, each with a place on Council in its own right. For the first time the Society was given a specific power to encourage and support Trusts. A new position of CHAIRMAN OF THE EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE was created and filled by WALTER LANE who, two years before, had taken early retirement as Clerk of Lindsey County Council in Lincolnshire. He had been on the Executive, played a prominent role in the merger negotiations with the RSPB and had been active in THE COUNTRYSIDE IN 1970 initiative. It was not long before the position of Chairman of the Society’s Executive Committee became the senior Trustee position as far as the day-to-day operation of the Society was concerned. At last, responsibility for the Society’s affairs rested in a committee structure largely made up of Trust representatives. Perhaps now, the Society’s claim to be the ‘association of Nature Conservation Trusts’ could be truly justified.


The granting of the new Royal Charter had coincided with the 50th anniversary of the founding of the first Trust – the NORFOLK TRUST – and the establishment of the movement’s thousandth nature reserve. The Society used the occasion for a ‘makeover’. Under the new Royal Charter the Society’s name (NAMES OF THE SOCIETY) changed to the Society for the Promotion of Nature Conservation (SPNC) to reflect its broader aims and objectives. The Society adopted a new, more modern badger logo (LOGOS) and launched a new-look colour production of Conservation Review (see NATURAL WORLD) – its twice-yearly Trust member magazine.


The Society was also able to announce that His Royal Highness, The Prince of Wales had accepted an invitation to become the Society’s first Patron. His Royal Highness formally took up this role on 1st April 1977.


Heavily committed to the Queen’s Silver Jubilee celebrations, it was not until July 1978 that His Royal Highness was able to formally meet representatives of the Society for the first time. At the conclusion of the meeting, held in the grand surroundings of Buckingham Palace, His Royal Highness announced that he had requested that half the proceeds from the Royal Premiere of the film, Watership Down, planned for the autumn, should go to the Society.


The new Royal Charter also prompted a review of the “special position of the Scottish Wildlife Trust”.190 In the 1950s and early 1960s the possibility of starting local Trusts in Scotland – in the Lothians and in Perthshire for example – had been on the cards. But these moves had been pre-empted by the formation in Edinburgh of the SCOTTISH TRUST early in 1964. Its principal promoter and founder, Sir Charles Connell, wanted the new Trust to be a member of the Society’s County Trusts’ Committee but, as a national body, expected it to have special status. In the years since its formation, the relationship between the Society and the Trust had indeed evolved to reflect the Trust’s national role in Scotland. The Scottish Trust had secured the right to appoint a member of the Society’s Executive Committee whose members were otherwise elected by Council. The Trust was also exempted from paying capitation fees on its members and instead paid for the house-magazine, Conservation Review – distributed free to all other Trusts – and a lump sum of £100. It had also secured two places on the Council, as opposed to the one place available to all other Trusts. The constitutional elements of this package – the Scottish Trust’s representation on the Executive and Council – were enshrined in the new Royal Charter granted in 1976. These were important concessions and they helped to ensure that the Scottish Trust became further integrated into the movement of Trusts.


Nevertheless, the Trust’s position as a national body differed from that of a local Trust in England and it felt this was not understood by an anglo-centric Society focusing its lobbying on the Westminster Parliament. The Society, for its part, felt uncomfortable about the precedent created by the different formula applied to the SCOTTISH TRUST’S financial contribution and was somewhat uncertain about its overall commitment. Discussions about the Trust’s relationship with the Society and the rest of the movement continued over the autumn of 1976. Confidence was restored and by November a new agreement (or ‘concordat’ as it was called) had been reached as a basis for the Scottish Trust’s future membership of the Society.


The discussions with Scotland, however, were also of interest to the Trusts in Wales. Just over a year earlier, they had established a liaison body – the Association of Welsh Trusts, chaired by the NORTH WALES TRUST’S Chairman, Professor Bill Lacey (CHRISTOPHER CADBURY MEDAL CITATIONS). If Scotland had secured special arrangements, they wanted them too. They wanted full representation on the Executive Committee and a similar concession on the contributions levied on Trusts in Wales. New arrangements regarding membership were eventually agreed (see WELSH TRUSTS, ASSOCIATION OF).


BRINGING YOUNG PEOPLE ON BOARD


In the first half of the decade, the number of people joining the Trusts had been particularly high. Adult membership had increased by 80 per cent in the first five years. But the Society had also begun to look for ways to help Trusts encourage more involvement by young people and to build a junior membership. Wilf Dawson, now the Society’s Assistant Secretary, was aware of the pioneering work of the Advisory Centre for Education (ACE) in Cambridge. Its projects were regularly promoted in The Sunday Times newspaper and the young people taking part could join a Watch Club and received a regular club magazine, Watchword. The Centre’s first project in 1971, a national survey of water pollution, had attracted 10,000 children and families. It had followed this up a year later with a similar survey of air pollution using lichens as indicators of air quality. “Some children travelled over one hundred miles under their own steam on the survey and one girl mapped the lichens growing above ground at every station on the London Underground”.191


More than enough had been achieved by ACE in its first five years to justify The Sunday Times’ involvement and to convince both ACE and the Society that closer collaboration could be worthwhile. ACE was attracting large numbers of young people, but there was still a feeling in the Society that retaining their interest was going to be difficult without a strong local base. Dawson believed the Trusts could provide such a base. So he set about creating the team and administrative structure to put the Watch project on a more permanent footing as the junior wing of the Trust movement. As a result the Watch Trust for Environmental Education Ltd (WILDLIFE WATCH) was incorporated in August 1977 with the support, including financial support, of The Sunday Times and a Board of Management.


The Board was made up equally of representatives from the newspaper and the Society. The separate Watch Trust was considered essential in securing The Sunday Times’ financial support.


In the next decade or so, the Watch club’s national profile was enhanced by exciting, often large scale, Watch projects that were normally guaranteed exposure in The Sunday Times. On one occasion, the project resulted in the discovery of a species of ladybird new to the UK.


After ten years its membership had increased to more than 30,000, with more than 700 groups and more than 1,000 affiliated schools and youth groups. Almost all Trusts had a Watch organiser, coordinating a team of local leaders running groups, county-wide events and producing a local newsletter to complement Watchword – the house magazine. Its annual Watch Day gave members a chance for national gatherings on a grand scale. For example, in 1987, ten years after its incorporation, a Watch picnic at Coombe Park in Coventry attracted 3,000 ‘Watchers’, drawn “partly by the helicopter arrival of President, DAVID BELLAMY”192 (WILDLIFE WATCH).


BUILDING STAFF EXPERTISE


As might be expected, the growing confidence of the Society and the Trusts was evident too in the development of its core conservation work with increasing numbers of conservation staff, better networking and an ambitious range of activities and projects.


In 1973, in a further move to improve standards and professionalism, the Society and the LINCOLNSHIRE TRUST invited the Trusts’ 11 existing conservation and field officers to a conference at Horncastle Residential College in Lincolnshire (CONFERENCES). The aim was to share their concerns, exchange ideas and develop their conservation management skills.


One outcome of the conference was a decision to prepare a CONSERVATION OFFICERS’ BULLETIN (COB) to help “produce a standardisation of system and methodology over a range of common issues and problems that will result in improved communication and efficiency and will lead to further improvement of the image of the County Trusts in the sphere of conservation”.193


The second Conservation Officers’ Conference was held in 1974 at Missenden Abbey in Buckinghamshire. By the third Conference at Dartington Hall in Devon in 1975, there were 23 Conservation Officers listed in the resulting COB. These were the first of more than 20 such annual conferences that would prove to be profoundly influential in the conservation and administrative development of the movement. The Conservation Conference was nearly always held in July and in most years seemed blessed with good weather. Days were long and productive with sleep in short supply as the world was put to rights until the early hours! They were important social occasions providing a vital support mechanism for a growing number of largely young, and sometimes inexperienced, conservation staff who frequently had a great deal of responsibility laid at their door.


The Society’s staff team was growing too. Soon after SMITH took up his position as General Secretary in January 1975, Tim Sands joined Dawson as a second Assistant Secretary following four years as first Information Officer, and then Secretary, of the Council for Nature. He had played a prominent part in the voluntary bodies’ campaign for The Conservation of Wild Creatures and Wild Plants Bill which finally received Royal Assent on his first day with the Society (CONSERVATION OF WILD CREATURES AND WILD PLANTS ACT 1975). He was also the adviser to an ALL PARTY PARLIAMENTARY CONSERVATION AND WILDLIFE COMMITTEE of both Houses of Parliament. The Society’s pioneering work for COMPREHENSIVE WILDLIFE LEGISLATION was gathering pace and Sands’ valuable Parliamentary lobbying experience was exactly what the Society was looking for.


The CONSERVATION LIAISON COMMITTEE was continuing its busy programme. In 1969, as a result of the Committee’s work, the Society had published a leaflet, Scrub Clearance – a conservation code and a booklet, a BIOLOGICAL SITES RECORDING SCHEME – Technical Publication No 1. These were followed the next year by the publication of A Policy on Introduction to Nature Reserves – Technical Publication No 2. The early 1970s saw the Committee pursue a wide range of activities. They included talks with the Masters of Otter Hounds Association about limiting hunting in the interest of protecting otters, backing for the formation of a new advisory committee on the conservation of reptiles and amphibians, and a conference with the Council for British Archaeology on the rapid destruction of old grasslands.


CONSERVATION AND AGRICULTURE


The Society and the movement generally remained anxious about the impact on wildlife of increasingly intensive agricultural practices. The Society had supported the groundbreaking Silsoe Conference held in 1969 at the National College of Agricultural Engineering in Bedfordshire. A small group, including Derek Barber (Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food), Norman Moore (Nature Conservancy), David Lea (RSPB) and Dick Cornwallis (LINCOLNSHIRE TRUST), had met in late 1967 to discuss how to bring farmers and conservationists together to explore the common ground between them. The Silsoe Conference had been the key outcome and it was now spawning a raft of initiatives designed to improve the dialogue between the two sides. Among these was a speech on the relationship between farming and wildlife by the Minister of Agriculture which was “most favourably received on all sides”.194 As Moore put it, “the Silsoe experiment seemed too valuable to lose. We were determined that it should continue in some form, so we founded the Farming and Wildlife Advisory Group (FWAG)”195 (see FARMING AND WILDLIFE). A farmer from Cambridgeshire, Jim Hall, was appointed as a national Farming and Wildlife Advisor. Initially his job was to organise national exercises similar to Silsoe “but soon we felt the way ahead lay in developing FWAGs at the county level”.196


The Society supported FWAG and the appointment with time and money, but was concerned about the benefits for the Trusts and the possible mismatch between FWAG’s executive and liaison roles. Its reservations were partly based on a view in some quarters that conservationists should spend less time seeking compromise solutions and more on fighting the core problem – the relentless drive for ‘food from our own resources’. This was exemplified by the growth of agricultural production in the UK by 2.5 per cent per year, and in Europe by ‘food-mountains’. There was, for example, half a million tonnes of ‘unwanted’ butter in Europe.


The Society’s concerns were only slowly dispelled, helped by the determination and energy of the Society’s Assistant Secretary, Wilf Dawson. In 1977, he became a member in his own right of a reconstituted, more independent, FWAG and became its Chairman in 1980. Throughout, Dawson was a strong proponent of local FWAGs and promoted the Trusts’ involvement wherever possible. In 1983, he left the Society to become Director of a new Farming and Wildlife Trust established by FWAG to promote the appointment of county advisors.


Agriculture was continuing to dominate the environmental agenda. In 1976, the Society was consulted in strict confidence by the Conservancy about a draft discussion paper Nature Conservation and Agriculture. This was rather worryingly subtitled ‘an urgent new problem’. The paper was launched by the Conservancy the following year, and coincided with another landmark document, New Agricultural Landscapes, from the Countryside Commission. Both emphasised the urgency of the situation with all the evidence pointing to “a serious decline in wildlife habitats on farmland in lowland Britain with no real sign as yet of an end to it”.197 The Conservancy called for a comprehensive national policy for rural land use. The Society welcomed both publications but was critical that the Conservancy could “virtually dismiss the concept of conservation zones, areas of countryside which retain more variety of wildlife habitats and landscape features”.198 Without realising it the Society was putting down an early marker for its ‘larger area’ concept that it would begin to promulgate more actively around the turn of the century.


WATER, WETLANDS AND WILDLIFE


Three further important and inter-related conservation matters on the Society’s radar at this time were the conservation of rivers and wildlife; the serious decline in otters; and the need for a comprehensive, rather than a piecemeal approach, to wildlife legislation. It is worth considering each of these three developments in a little more detail. They demonstrate a more concerted and outward-looking approach by the Society to its wildlife policy campaigning.


On the conservation of rivers and wildlife, SMITH relates how in talks on Conservation Aspects of River Management to the technical officers of River Authorities in 1972 and on The Impact of Lowland River Management to the British Trust for Ornithology’s annual conference in 1974, he described the “effects of intensive land drainage and river management on birds and other wildlife”.199 Half of Britain’s wetlands had been lost since 1945 and the unsympathetic management of rivers and streams was all too prevalent.


With the passage of the Water Act 1973 a series of new regional Water Authorities was being established. They had a re-stated duty ‘to have regard’ to the needs of nature conservation. In October 1974, the Society agreed to “take the initiative”200 with the RSPB, initially on behalf of the Council for Nature, to arrange meetings with each of these new Authorities. By the end of the decade, formal arrangements involving regular meetings and early consultation over plans, projects and site visits, were established with eight of the ten regional authorities. The Society and the RSPB had also initiated a series of pioneering regional site-based river and wildlife exercises. These would eventually lead in 1984 to the joint publication of a much-needed comprehensive Rivers and Wildlife Handbook (WATER FOR WILDLIFE). It was an impressive achievement. At the beginning of the whole exercise both the conservation interests and Water Authorities struggled to understand the complexities of each other’s interests, the practical constraints and even, on occasions, each other’s language. But the massive effort to bring both sides together proved worthwhile in the end. Close, often long-lasting, relationships were established between the Trusts, the RSPB and the new Water Authorities and their successors. An increasing number of the Water Authorities’ capital and management schemes began to adopt alternative solutions and to integrate conservation measures at the design stage. In a few cases schemes were dropped altogether. It was an early example of conservationists moving outside their comfort zone and also an early example of the Trusts working collectively at a regional level within Water Authority boundaries.


The Society’s autumn Conservation Review in 1976 featured articles on wetland flora in danger, dragonflies and otters. In the same year the Society’s biennial conference in Newcastle adopted the future of wetlands as its theme as a contribution to the Council of Europe’s European Wetlands Campaign. At the conference, Trust delegates were particularly exercised about the continuing decline in otter populations in Britain. Afterwards, Tim Sands worked closely with the Conservancy’s Director of Conservation, Brian O’Connor, to encourage the formation of a Joint Otter Group, bringing together a team of ecologists and conservationists already investigating their decline. The Group, serviced by the Society, met for the first time in September 1976.


In the early 1950s, otters had been relatively abundant in Britain but it was felt that a crash in otter numbers, precisely linked to the years 1957 and 1958, had to be caused by a new environmental factor. The introduction of the organochlorine pesticide, dieldrin, for among other things sheep dipping, coincided particularly closely with this drop in numbers and was eventually identified as the key factor in the otter’s decline. By 1966, most uses of organochlorine pesticides were banned and other factors assumed greater relevance and militated against the otter’s recovery. What was lacking were secure breeding sites at frequent intervals with good cover and low levels of disturbance. There was a need to manage existing otter haunts and to reinstate suitable habitat elsewhere.


The Society’s work with the Joint Otter Group was particularly significant in helping to hold together the different factions during these early years while the facts about the otter’s biology, status and decline, and proposals for its recovery, were painstakingly worked out. The Group was also important in securing legislative protection for the otter in January 1978. This was not the end of the Society and Trusts’ involvement in otter conservation and later developments are described under OTTER CONSERVATION in Part III.


TOWARDS COMPREHENSIVE WILDLIFE LEGISLATION


The Society and the Trusts’ involvement in otter conservation was the second of the three new conservation initiatives. The third was a campaign to see the introduction of COMPREHENSIVE WILDLIFE LEGISLATION. In 1970, the Society’s CONSERVATION LIAISON COMMITTEE had established a working party and this had gathered examples of existing wildlife legislation from six continents, including most European countries. After gradually honing its ideas, it compiled a draft bill. By November 1972, the Society felt confident enough to promote the idea more widely, including addressing an early meeting of the ALL-PARTY PARLIAMENTARY CONSERVATION AND WILDLIFE COMMITTEE of both Houses of Parliament. The Society’s idea was to consolidate existing legislation, including existing bird legislation, and to extend this to invertebrates, vertebrates and plants. It also wanted the law to safeguard wildlife in sanctuary areas, including in nature reserves. The All-Party Parliamentary Conservation and Wildlife Committee’s reaction was encouraging. It agreed that comprehensive wildlife legislation was “desirable and should be adopted”201 and thought the Society’s “proposals would form a suitable starting point”.202 After further work, the Society consulted a wide range of interested bodies and received a large measure of support. It was sufficiently heartened by the response to keep pressing ahead and initiated high level discussions with the Conservancy and the Department of the Environment.


While the Society’s proposals were generally well supported, there were also those who had reservations. For example, there was the danger that existing legislation, particularly bird legislation with its extensive case law, could just as easily be weakened as strengthened in the redrafting and Parliamentary process. In addition, on a more practical level, a Wild Plant Bill and a separate Wild Creatures Bill were going through Parliament. While they remained as separate bills and struggled for Parliamentary time, the Society’s bill continued to be an attractive proposition. But when Peter Hardy, MP for the Rother Valley, secured first place in the ballot for Private Members’ Bills, the situation changed. The two separate bills were withdrawn from the House of Lords and Hardy intoduced a combined CONSERVATION OF WILD CREATURES AND WILD PLANTS BILL that became law at the beginning of August 1975.


It was soon realised that, effectively, the opportunity to progress the Society’s bill had gone. Nevertheless, the Society’s drive for comprehensive legislation helped kick-start a move to further legislative reform. Although its bill was now mothballed, the Society’s determination to see further improvements in the law, particularly better protection for wildlife habitats, was undiminished, and would lead ultimately to the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981.


By its 1979–80 annual report, the Society considered “the decline in important wildlife habitats, and in particular the need for adequate protection of all Sites of Special Scientific Interest, to be the most urgent issue facing the nature conservation movement in Great Britain today”.203


Something more had to be done. The Society started collecting evidence through the Trusts on the rate of loss and damage to SSSIs. It was confident that this was running at more than the four per cent per year quoted by the Conservancy. During 1979, the Society’s level of activity had increased dramatically. The Society had joined with the RSPB, Friends of the Earth and other voluntary bodies to launch “a coordinated campaign of unprecedented focus and ferocity”204 to improve the legal protection afforded to wildlife, particularly through SSSIs. The campaign was to be waged through a new coalition, WILDLIFE LINK, forged for the purpose and chaired by ex-Labour minister, Lord Melchett. The Council for Nature had been languishing, ill-equipped to cope with the new wave of more radical organisations, and in financial difficulty. It was time for a leaner coalition, capable of uniting the campaigning nature conservation bodies, and responding forcefully to the increasing evidence of damage to SSSIs and a more demanding political climate. With the Society’s active support, Wildlife Link held its inaugural meeting in August 1979. The Council for Nature was disbanded the same year.
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