BURNING ISSUES

We have to search back to 1990 to find a spell of early spring weather even approaching the extraordinary warm and dry period we experienced in March and April this year. With winds freshening at just the right time to render dead ground vegetation tinder dry, we had the ideal conditions for moorland fires, and fires we had a plenty.  Though conditions such as these are unusual so early in the year, we do have dry summer spells, sometimes, so we must learn the lessons if we are not to repeat the ecological disaster that has befallen our heather uplands this spring.

The stark reality is that in a period of two weeks over the Easter holiday over 30,000 acres of moorland were burnt across the United Kingdom.  This total includes only the larger areas for which reasonably accurate figures can be pieced together; there were many smaller fires near to towns and cities, which appear to have been the result of heavy public access, carelessness and arson.  The total also excludes lowland heath lost to fire in South West England, and it is worth remembering that we also saw large areas of forestry burnt, especially in Scotland.  

In England and Wales, there were 20 large moorland fires covering 15,500 acres.  The worst hit areas were the Peak District (5 fires covering 4770 acres) and Dartmoor (3750 acres in a single fire), but almost every county with moorland suffered some damage.  The UK holds 75% of the world’s resource of open heather moorland, and 2% of it went up in flames in a two-week period this spring.  Imagine the outcry if there had been a similar level of damage to the rain forest, especially if it had been avoidable, and in our case it was largely avoidable.

Controlled Burning by Moorland Keepers Not To Blame

Those who live close to the moors are used to moorland fires during the winter, but there is a world of difference between these managed small-scale fires and the uncontrolled infernos we saw this spring.  Controlled burning, principally by moorland keepers, gets rid of over-mature heather, enabling new shoots to regenerate from roots or seed.  The fires are planned to move steadily with the wind, burning old growth while doing little more than scorching the ground below.  Careful consideration is given to conditions, such as wind direction and speed and the moisture content of the peat below.  If winds are too strong or too light and fickle, or if warm, dry weather has dried the peat bed, then the wise keeper puts away his burning equipment; the very last thing he wants to do is to destroy the raw material of his livelihood!  But he does have a safety net not present on unburnt moors; regular burning provides areas of new growth to serve as fire breaks.  

 Nevertheless mistakes occasionally do occur, and there were some instances in 2003, mostly earlier in the season and especially in Scotland, where frost damage had made the heather unusually dry.  It tends to be on higher, wetter moors that burning during the first two weeks of April can be necessary to keep the rotational burning programme on target.  By early April 2003, most estates had long since finished burning and of the 15,500 acres which went up in flames this April in England and Wales, less than one tenth resulted from moorland keepers’ fires getting out of control.  

Other Controlled Burning

Farm tenants and Common Graziers also burn heather and grass to regenerate grazing, although this is usually done with less regard for nature conservation than for grazing value.  Some 500 acres was lost on an RSPB reserve in Cumbria in 2002 when a farm tenant’s fire got out of control, and in April 2003, similar accidents accounted for 2200 acres, equivalent to 14% of the area lost to fire.  

The largest “Grazier” fire in 2003 started on moorland in Lancashire where there was a high proportion of over mature heather.  Long heather is the greatest fire risk as it burns for longer at higher temperatures and is much more difficult to extinguish.  (It is worth mentioning also that heather regeneration takes much longer where over mature heather has been burnt).  It was only possible to stop this particular fire when it reached the natural firebreak of a patch of younger heather on a neighbouring, actively managed grouse moor.  

Uncontrolled Fires – The Environmental Catastrophe

Most of the fires this spring (accounting for 76% of the moorland damaged) were caused accidentally or through arson, resulting in huge environmental damage.  Almost all the moorland areas burnt (97% of the total) were Sites of Special Scientific Interest, a designation recognising the centuries of careful management that has preserved these unique upland habitats, and intended to protect them from damaging activities. 

Perhaps most distressing for those who love the moors and the life they support are the reports of ecological devastation and loss of animal and bird life, not only in the fires themselves, but for years to come.  In some cases the nightmare scenario occurred when fires burned slowly backwards into wind, getting into the dry peat below.  The resulting peat fires can burn for months below ground, resurfacing unexpectedly to set off new fires on the surface.  They destroy the peat bed with its dormant seeds, so that heather will not regenerate, and the barren surface that remains is vulnerable to erosion.  

There are areas in the Peak District, which still resemble a moonscape as a result of fires as long ago as the 1950s, and damage is still evident in the North York moors following fires in 1976.  With seed blown or carried in naturally, we will eventually see some re-growth, but this can take well over 20 years.  The alternative, re-seeding artificially, is a hugely costly and time-consuming operation.  A £4m “Moors for the Future” grant had been given to help regenerate previously fire damaged moorland in the Peak District.  Paradoxically, the same areas where restoration work had started were burnt again in Spring 2003, doing £28,000 worth of damage to recently erected fences.

The Economic Consequences

Most of the moors damaged this year, and indeed all in the Peak District, were managed for grouse.  Two moors, one of them stretching to some 3000 acres, were completely burnt out, removing at a stroke virtually all annual income from grouse shooting and sheep grazing for as much as ten years, and hence threatening full time jobs and casual labour in a fragile upland economy.

To put figures on the economic scale of the tragedy for a completely burnt out 3000 acre moor, a well managed moor of this size could expect annual bags over 10 years to average 700 brace, producing annual revenues of  £77,000 (£110 per brace).  The loss, therefore, over the 10 years at least that it will take the moor to recover (and this assumes no serious damage to the peat bed) is in the order of £770,000.  Capital values of grouse moors are calculated broadly by multiplying the moving 10 year average bag figure by £3,000.  In this case, therefore, a moor with a capital value before the fire of £2.31m will have been rendered almost worthless.     Added to this is the loss of revenue from sheep grazing, and there are reports already of flocks in the Peak District having to be sold for loss of grazing.  With this magnitude of financial loss in prospect, it is inevitable that some estates will have to review their ongoing costs, particularly employment costs. 

To add insult to injury, many moors with fires had to stand the costs of fire fighting through no fault of their own.  The helicopter bill alone on one fire was some £70,000 spread among three owners.  One moor in particular has had to pay £50,000 for helicopters to fight three fires during the last nine years.  Furthermore, it has become almost impossible for some moors to obtain fire insurance cover at a reasonable cost.  Finally those moors most seriously damaged will face further costs in management to restore the devastated habitats. 

· The stark reality of allowing uncontrolled fires to take hold became all too evident this spring.  It is essential that Government, Local Authorities, National Parks, Moorland Managers, the Nature Conservation Agencies and Fire Services recognise the environmental and economic devastation resulting from these fires and take all measures possible to avoid a repetition. 

Visitor Management

Perhaps the most distressing aspect is that many of the fires could have been avoided.  Of the area burnt in England and Wales, an estimated 76% was directly or indirectly caused by the actions of members of the public, either on open access areas or near to roads and footpaths.  The authority to restrict public access rests with the relevant Highway Authority and with Park Authorities within National Parks.   In the Peak District, Dartmoor and the Lake District, all of the fires were started in this way, but there had been no restriction of public access, despite the obviously high fire risk.   The pressure upon Park Authorities not to turn people away at busy holiday periods is self evident, and it can be argued that closures might be ignored anyway, but:

· Park Authorities do have the responsibility and power to issue warnings, increase wardening, close access areas (but not public rights of way) and take other management measures to reduce the risk of fire, and they must use these powers when the need arises.  

A Tale of Two Parks

On 14th April, the Moorland Owners and Tenants Association and Gamekeeper representatives on the Peak District National Park Fire Advisory Panel called urgently for a meeting to address the risk of fire.  This was not convened until 17th April, and it then disregarded their pleas to send the strongest message to the public by closing ‘open access’ moors.  The Derbyshire Fire Officer on the Panel based his decision not to close solely on the MORECS report  (see below), which produced a ‘high’ rather than ‘extreme’ risk rating.  The two representatives of user groups (walkers and climbers) fell into line, as did The Peak District Park Officer.  Days later, nearly 5000 acres had been burnt.  

The Gamekeeper representative was perhaps understandably bitter, accusing the Panel of ‘behaving with reckless disregard for the environment, driven by pressures of those seeking access’.  His advice, as a manager on the ground, had been disregarded, and his bitterness was the keener because some 500 acres of his own ground went up in flames.

Contrast this with the experience of the Bolton Abbey Estate in the Yorkshire Dales National Park, just to the north of the Leeds/Bradford conurbation.  The Estate comprises some 14,000 acres of permissive access land and 40 miles of paths, including “honeypot” rock climbing areas, and has very high visitor numbers.  But under a historic arrangement, the Estate can request the Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority to close the access points for a period of up to 2 weeks at a time if there is sufficient risk.  This system has always worked well in practice - the Estate only use their right in the last resort and the National Park Authority are pragmatic and cooperative.

As the risk of fire became evident in April 2003, warning notices were posted and the dangers were publicised in the press and on television.  Then, when a weather assessment and commonsense dictated that the risk had become too high, the closure policy was activated.    As a result, there were no fires, and the Estate was able to concentrate its fire watch resources on the public rights of way, which could not be closed.  Significantly, neither was there any negative comment about the closures.  Responsible people understand the necessity - they no more wish to see burnt moorland than do the owners, albeit that the latter have far more to lose. The small inconvenience to visitors in terms of their freedom to walk off public rights of way, compared with the appalling loss to moorland flora and fauna, as a result of these fires, bears no comparison.  The lessons are clear:  

· In making visitor management and closure decisions, the responsible authority must have due regard to both scientific data and the practical advice of those managing the land.

· Where there is doubt, the Sandford Principle must apply, favouring the nature conservation interest over the desire for public access.

· In view of the appalling loss and costs to private estates, those making visitor management and closure decisions must have the best scientific data and clear guidance, and they must be accountable for their decisions.

· The decision-making process must be capable of reacting rapidly, with the minimum of bureaucracy.

· Decisions must have the active support of the access lobby, who must surely wish to preserve the uplands they visit.

 MORECS  

MORECS is the acronym for the scientific scale, calculated by the Meteorological Office and currently used by National Park Authorities to objectively measure the risk of fire.  It is based on satellite measurements of soil moisture deficiency and vegetation stress.  Certain courses of action are triggered at certain readings on that scale - the lower the reading, the higher the risk.

On 16th April, the Coordinator of the Fire Liaison Group on the North York Moors expressed surprise that the MORECS derived vegetation stress level for his area was 0.84, and hence not at the level (0.8) to trigger Stage 1 of an agreed management plan.  This was implemented anyway, although it did not encompass closures, and by 23rd April the MORECS figure had plunged to 0.68.  

In the Peak District, MORECS indicated only a “high” level of risk when people on the ground considered it “extreme”.  It also seemed to take no account that weather forecasts were for continued dry easterly winds.

The point at issue, therefore, is whether the MORECS data lagged behind a fast developing trend, to the extent that it did not trigger the correct responses within the right timeframe.  MORECS has provided good data in the past, but was there something in this Spring’s conditions that rendered it faulty?  Since it forms the foundation of the science used to make vital decisions, we must be sure it provides the best data. 

· A review of the MORECS system and its application is essential.

Open Access – Increased Dangers

Given this background, it is important to look ahead to the implementation in 2005 of unrestricted access over virtually all moorland areas.  The problems observed this spring would be magnified many fold, particularly as wardening, which is present within existing National Parks, would be much reduced or non-existent outside them. 

Under the proposals published by the Countryside Agency for operation of the CROW Act  (Local Access Management, Exclusions and Restrictions) there is provision only for the “relevant authority” to impose statutory restrictions on access, and only where the need flows from exceptional weather conditions.  Their decisions are to be guided by a largely automated Fire Risk Index (under development).  Land managers will not be able to use their local knowledge to have any input into the decision, or to use their Discretionary days to close the moors if the Authority is slow or negligent.

This raises two obvious problems.  The automated MORECS system has shown that it might be unreliable.  Secondly, Authorities work under strong public pressure not to restrict access.  The Peak District scenario of 2003 showed that Park Authorities may override clear practical advice on the level of fire risk, with disastrous results.  Yet this is precisely the same system that will cover the whole country when the CROW Act is introduced in less than 2 years time.

All the lessons above apply, with particular emphasis on creating a decision making process that is capable of rapid reaction, with the minimum of bureaucracy.  Local Countryside Access Forums would not fit the bill.  Instead: 

· Access Authorities, where these are National Park Authorities, or Local Authorities, where the Countryside Agency is the Access Authority, should be charged with creating panels, similar to existing Fire Advisory Panels, but with authority to make control and closure decisions.

Fire Fighting – Mixed Success

Fire damage could be dramatically reduced with efficient fire fighting, and there were cases this spring of some excellent work by the Fire Services, Derbyshire in particular.  However, in too many cases we heard that they did their best but were simply not properly trained or equipped to do better.  Too often the people who had to lead the fire fighting efforts were local moorland keepers and Park wardens.  

Four lessons in particular were learnt.  Firstly, that there were not enough helicopters available – these are of huge benefit in ferrying men, equipment and water to inaccessible areas.  Where some were available, the landowner had to pick up the bill at £750 per hour. (RAF helicopters can only be called where there is risk to human life).  A few more helicopters could have made a significant difference, especially as a number of fires were raging simultaneously.  

· Particularly with open access, there must be a procedure for identifying helicopter assets and for holding these and the correct equipment on standby at times of high fire risk.

· Payment for civilian assets, for all fires other than those started by landowners’ own staff, should be at public expense.

· Fire Services should be empowered to call upon the Armed Services to assist with helicopter support to tackle serious moorland fires.
Secondly, many firemen lacked training in the specialised task of fighting moorland fires.  In some areas, for example the North York Moors, moorland managers and keepers have joined with their local Fire Services to organise joint training, and there is not the slightest doubt that this has been of enormous benefit.

· Moorland managers, keepers and their local Fire Services should meet annually for liaison and/or joint training in fighting moorland fires.
Thirdly, in many cases both the moorland estates and the Fire Services had inadequate equipment, in both quantity and design.  For example, the Fire Service’s short handled fire beaters were far less effective than those used by keepers, but their “fire fogging” units were perhaps the most effective devices on hand, albeit it that more are needed.

· Both moorland estates and the Fire Services need to review their fire fighting assets, especially to cope with the likely increase in numbers of fires post Open Access.
Finally, there was some confusion amongst fire crews as to meeting points, access routes to remote moorland, availability of water etc.  It is a common problem that fire appliances cannot leave the tarmac road, which severely limits their usefulness on moorlands – this was the case for one particular fire in North Wales this year.  There were also reports of fire-fighters having to stop work and go home as it got dark, leaving the fires still raging.

· Moorland estates should have fire plans lodged with their local fire brigades.  These should be reviewed regularly by the Fire Service and be made immediately available to fire crews.  The procedures for this, instituted in the early 90s, appear in some Fire Services to have fallen into disuse.

· Vehicular access for fire fighting equipment is essential as is the provision of convenient water sources.  Moorland Estates should review these facilities and consider improvements.  For instance, creation of strategically placed water ponds could improve wildlife/biodiversity benefits all year round as well as providing a vital water supply in a moment of disaster.

Conclusion

The environmental and economic damage to our heather uplands this spring was appalling, yet much could have been avoided through far better visitor management, including closures, improved organisation, and relatively modest additional investment.  When the next period of extended dry weather comes, and it could be this summer, there can be no excuses for having failed to learn the lessons of Spring 2003.  The importance of having done so will become even more critical once we have Open Access.
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