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1 Introduction 

 

1.1 The South Downs Campaign (SDC), in conjunction with the Ramblers’ Association 

(RA) and the South Downs Society (SDS), submits the following proof of evidence 

on recreation in the Western Weald.  This is in response to the proposal that the 

Western Weald be removed from the Proposed South Downs National Park (PSDNP). 

 

1.2 This proof of evidence should be read in conjunction with the SDC’s other proofs 

relating to the Western Weald
1
. 

 

1.3 The SDC is a network of organisations working for the best possible South Downs 

National Park, representing over 140 national, regional and local groups and 

organisations
2
. 

 

1.4 The Ramblers’ Association is Britain’s “biggest walking charity” with almost 140,000 

members, working for over 70 years to promote walking and to improve conditions 

for everyone who walks in England, Wales and Scotland. 

 

1.5 The South Downs Society is a charity set up to conserve and enhance the beauty and 

amenities of the South Downs for the benefit of the public.  It has over 2,000 

members and leads over 200 organized walks every year.  Thirty members volunteer 

as Area Access Officers, surveying and working to improve the condition of rights of 

way throughout the area of the PSDNP.  In 2005, the Society changed its name from 

the Society of Sussex Downsmen, and revised its territory to encompass land in and 

within the vicinity of the Sussex Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and the 

East Hampshire Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty. 

 

2 Biography of Principal Witnesses 

 

2.1 Jacquetta Fewster 

 

2.1.1 Director of the South Downs Society since 2006.  She gained a BA honours degree in 

history from Bristol University in 1991.  After graduating she worked for the 

Ramblers’ Association as a Rights of Way Policy Officer, and latterly Campaigns 

Director and Joint Acting Chief Executive.  She is currently a trustee of the Ramblers’ 

Association and a member of the South Downs Campaign’s Executive. 

 

2.2 Ben Perkins 

 

2.2.1 Born and bred in Sussex.  An experienced walker, he has written a number of books 

describing walks in the Sussex countryside, several of which have included circular 

                                                
1
 SDC Proof of Evidence: Cultural History and Linkages to the Chalk – Inquiry Document Number 1147/7/1; 

Impact of Agriculture on Upper and Lower Rother Valleys – Inquiry Document Number 1147/9/1), 

Construction of the A3 (T)  – Inquiry Document Number 1147/10/1), Petersfield – Inquiry Document Number 

1147/11/1), Liss – Inquiry Document Number 1147/12/1), Woolmer and Longmoor – Inquiry Document 

Number 1147/13/1, Settlements and Eyesores in Lower Rother Valley – Inquiry Document Number 1147/14/1), 

Tranquillity – Inquiry Document Number 1147/15/1), and Rebuttal of Landscape Assessor’s Annex B Report – 

Inquiry Document Number 1147/16/1) 
2
 SDC Updated Biography – Inquiry Document No: #1147/0/1 
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routes in the Western Weald. He also (with Aeneas Mackintosh) devised and co-

authored the first route description of the Sussex Border Path. He writes regular 

walking articles for the Brighton Argus newspaper.  He has been a member of the 

South Downs Society for many years and is currently chairman of the Access and 

Rights of Way Committee of the South Downs Society.  He is also a long-standing 

member of the Ramblers' Association and past chairman of the Sussex Area of the 

Ramblers’ Association. 

 

2.3 Brian Cheater 

 

2.3.1 Retired CEO, CSMA Ltd.   Experienced walks leader and walking holiday organiser,  

both in the UK and abroad (Alps, Dolomites and Himalaya).  Vice Chairman of the 

South Downs Society and represents the Ramblers’ Association Sussex Area on the 

South Downs Campaign Executive. 

 

2.4 Margaret Paren 

 

2.4.1 Margaret Paren is a Vice Chair of the South Downs Campaign. 

 

2.4.2 She spent her career in public service, mainly in the Ministry of Defence but also in 

the Cabinet Office (Constitution Unit) and the National Audit Office as a Director of 

Value for Money Studies. She is a member of the Royal College of Defence Studies 

(1990).  After taking early retirement she became involved in local community and 

environmental voluntary activities primarily centred on the South Downs. 

 

2.4.3 She is a member of the East Hampshire District of CPRE and a Vice Chair of the 

South Downs Society. She is a holder of the CPRE Countryside Medal for her work 

on the South Downs. She is also a trustee of Community First East Hampshire (the 

umbrella body for the voluntary sector in East Hampshire). 

 

2.4.4 She was a member of the Sussex Downs Conservation Board and the East Hampshire 

Joint Advisory Committee before they merged to form the South Downs Joint 

Committee, of which she has been a member since its inception in 2005 and she 

serves on its Executive Committee. 
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3 Scope of Proof 

 

3.1 This proof is concerned with the quality of the recreational opportunities in the 

Western Weald. It draws extensively on new evidence and also research carried out 

by the Ramblers’ Association and the South Downs Society into the extent of use and 

the quality of experience of the Western Weald. It also contains new evidence on 

Access Land, which had not been mapped at the time of the closure of the first part of 

this Inquiry. 

 

3.2 We did a survey of 137 walking, cycling, horseriding, orienteering and wildlife 

groups based in Hampshire, Sussex and Surrey.  Thirty three responded, 77% of 

which were based in, or within twenty miles of, the Western Weald. The SDC is 

confident that the results of this survey reflect the views of a substantial number of 

recreational users of the Western Weald. (See Appendix E) 

 

3.3 Woolmer Forest and the Longmoor Training Area, which have a rich cultural history 

from the Mesolithic to the modern era (Appendix A) are also dealt with in this proof. 

 

4 Structure of Proof 

 

4.1 This proof is divided into three parts. The first (section 5) deals with the recreation 

resource provided by the Western Weald: its landscape, trails and routes, public rights 

of way and access land.  Accessibility and sustainability issues are also covered here.  

The second (section 6) deals with specific issues raised by the Landscape Assessor in 

his Annex B report (CD #3).  The third (section 7) reflects on the diversity of 

recreation opportunities that are of value to society in the twenty-first century. 

 

5 Recreational Resource 

 

5.1 Landscape 

 

5.1.1 The main attraction of the Western Weald for walking lies in the variety of the 

landscape.  The walker encounters a remarkable diversity of habitats and flora and 

fauna, including heathland, woodland, river valleys, and agricultural land, arising 

from the variety of soil types. Clay, loam and sand are frequently to be found within a 

quite small compass.  Heathland is a fast diminishing resource and those of the 

western weald are some of the largest remaining areas in Europe.  A major 

management programme is underway to conserve them. 

 

5.1.2 Along the southern border of the Western Weald, the small and beautiful villages of 

Stedham, Iping, Chithurst and Trotton stand next to ancient river crossings along the 

valley of the River Rother, a special river much of which has uniquely been left 

unchanged from earlier centuries, and are linked by public rights of way (Appendix A 

- Waterside Walks in Sussex - Walk 2 - first published 1999 - 6,569 copies sold as at 

31 July 2007). 
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5.1.3 In Sussex, a series of north-south paths and tracks, many of them of ancient origin, 

sunk between high sandstone banks, allow access northwards into the rich landscape 

at the centre of the Western Weald where the walker can explore a varied patchwork 

of heath and woodland, over 2,000 hectares of which are open for public access on 

foot.  The ancient sunken ways extend southwards to link the Western Weald to the 

chalk hills. Similarly, in the Hampshire part of the Western Weald ancient sunken 

lanes and tracks link the Upper Rother Valley to the chalk hills to the south, to the 

Hangers to the west and eastwards into the Sussex part of the Western Weald. 

 

5.1.4 Heading north, the ground rises to the 183 metre summit of Older Hill, a magnificent 

viewpoint at the northern end of the extensive ‘open access’ heathland of Woolbeding 

and Pound Commons, home to rare bird species such as the Nightjar and the Dartford 

Warbler. 

 

5.1.5 Within the compass of a single 9-mile circuit for walkers, it is possible to link Older 

Hill via the heathland of Woolbeding and Pound Commons with the villages of the 

Lower Rother valley as well as embracing an extension south of the river across the 

112 hectare heathland of Iping Common, all along well linked rights of way and 

largely avoiding roads (Appendix B ‘Adventurous Pub Walks in Sussex’ - Walk 2 - 

first published 2005 – 2,088 copies sold as at 31 July 2007). The ease with which path 

links are established on this walk and the other walks, which are attached as 

appendices to this paper, provides a good demonstration of the density of the path 

network in this area. 

 

5.1.6 Towards the western boundary of the Western Weald, a section of the long-distance 

path for walkers, the Sussex Border Path, (established since 1980) provides an 

attractive route from the Downs at South Harting, northwards across the River Rother, 

on through a sandy farmed landscape, then rising through woodland and continuing 

along the foot of a magnificent Hanger to Rake.  The southern part of this area is 

explored on a circular walk from the village of Rogate in a book of 14 walks which, 

between them, demonstrate not only the richness and variety of the Rother Valley 

between Pulborough and Petersfield but also the generous network of rights of way 

allowing complete enjoyment of the area on foot (Appendix C - Rother Valley 

Walks).  The Hangers Way is a much-used trail that links the South Downs Way to 

Selborne, via the long, green fingers that run into and out of the town is accessible 

from Petersfield station.  

 

5.1.7 Further east, on high ground to the north of Midhurst, a particularly dense network of 

rights of way allows detailed exploration of the well-wooded heights of Bexley Hill 

and the surrounding area.  This rich landscape can be sampled on a short walk from 

the small secluded village of Henley with its charming country pub (Appendix D
3
,  

‘Pub Strolls in West Sussex’ - walk 7 and extends northwards to the foot of 

Blackdown, which at 280m is the highest point in Sussex.  This is a very special area 

with tremendous views. 

 

5.1.8 New evidence gathered from the SDC’s survey (Appendix E) showed that nineteen 

user groups found the landscape value of the Western Weald to be high (with only 

                                                
3
 First published 2002.  3,989 copies sold as at 31 July 2007. 
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one disagreeing).  Comments included: “wonderfully dramatic”, “dramatic, 

unspoilt”, “in some places there are 360 degree views, incorporating the North 

Downs, and especially the dramatic line of the scarp slope of the South Downs”, 

“scenery types such as the Rother Valley are not replicated elsewhere” (a full list is 

contained in Appendix E). 

 

5.1.9 Fourteen user groups found the area to be remote in comparison with other areas in 

the region outwith the designated South Downs National Park.  Three groups did not.  

User groups dismissed the suggestion that the Western Weald was similar to many 

other areas of lowland Britain and not at all markedly superior, with eleven groups 

disagreeing with this sentiment, and nine strongly disagreeing with it.  One wildlife 

group commented: “[The Western Weald] has a number of plants that are very rare 

or absent from most of lowland Britain”.  A walking group said: “The relationship 

between the Western Weald and the chalk South Downs across the Rother Valley 

gives the Western Weald unique qualities” and another: “The heathland is the best in 

the whole of the south east.”  These responses are particularly striking given the 

extent of nationally protected countryside in Hampshire, Surrey and Sussex (CD #52 

Refers) 

 

5.1.10 The survey results show that the majority of user groups (20) consider the recreational 

value of the Western Weald to be high.  Two groups disagreed and one had no view 

either way.  Commenting on the recreational value to be had from the natural history 

of the area, one wildlife group stated: “Woolmer Forest is really exceptional 

botanically as are the heathlands south of A3 at Longmoor.  My database of plant 

records has large numbers of rare plants in all these areas”; and another: “The flora 

is of particular interest because of the diversity of habitats e.g. heathland and ancient 

woodland with plants associated with these habitats which are rare in lowland 

England”.  A walking group commented the Western Weald “includes some of the 

finest walking areas in SE England.” 

 

5.1.11 One experienced UK walker who walks frequently in Europe and the Far East said:  

 

“The Western Weald is a very special area with an unmatched variety of 

landscapes that never fails to provide a superb experience and well deserving of 

National Park status”. 

 

5.2 Usage of the Western Weald 

 

5.2.1 To put the significance of the popularity of rights of way and access land network in 

the Western Weald into context it has been calculated that in a typical twelve-month 

period, over 650 walks and rides
4
 are organized by user groups, with over 6,800 

people participating in these events.  This of course excludes the far more numerous 

walks and rides undertaken by individuals.  Looking at the area covered by the 

PSDNP as a whole, a significant proportion of walks and rides, 31%, take place in the 

Western Weald part of the Park underlining the special nature of the area.  This is 

further borne out by the numbers of people attending countryside events in the 

                                                
4
 Based on figures from walking, cycling, horse-riding and wildlife groups – see Appendix E attached to this 

document 
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Western Weald organized by the South Downs Joint Committee.  Over the past few 

years, events such as the Fernhurst Furnace open days (1,200 people), the Iping 

Common reptile safari (80 people per event) and the Serpent Trail walks (65 people 

each day over the six-day launch event) have attracted significant public interest.  

Educational and visitor sites also attract people to the area; sites such as the museums 

in Petersfield, Midhurst and Petworth, Cowdray Park, Petworth House and Petworth 

Station, the Hollycombe Steam Collection near Liphook and Coultershaw Beam 

Pump.  The many archaeological features and the rich heritage of built landscapes 

include vernacular farm buildings, villages, churches and manor houses,  the man-

made parkland landscapes of the 18th century and historic gardens. 

 

5.2.2 By any standard the Western Weald is very popular and the variety of opportunities 

for quiet enjoyment of the area is clearly much appreciated by all types of recreational 

users.  The issue of recreation in a twenty-first century national park is considered 

below in section 7. 

 

5.3 Trails and routes 

 

5.3.1 The Western Weald is well-provided with trails and routes, as listed at Appendix F. 

 

5.3.2 For example, the Serpent Trail (Appendix G) is a 64-mile long path that highlights the 

outstanding landscape of the greensand hills of the Western Weald, their wildlife, 

history and conservation.  Since its publication in 2007, 3,000 Serpent Trail guides 

have been distributed.  As mentioned earlier, another series of routes, the Rother 

Valley Walks (Appendix C), have proved to be very popular with the public.  5,000 of 

these walk guides have been distributed.  Walking in the Footsteps of HG Wells is 

another beautiful route, which takes in many of the sites which became well known to 

the author as he explored the countryside around his home in Midhurst. 

 

5.3.3 In the future, it is hoped that a multi-use track, for people with disabilities, walkers, 

cyclists and horseriders will be provided along the dismantled railway between 

Pulborough and Petersfield.  Discussions about its creation have already begun, and 

Chichester District Council has taken steps to ensure that no more bridges are 

removed, or buildings constructed on the route.  Given the amendments in the NERC 

Act 2006, which clarify that the potential for promoting the special qualities of the 

area should be taken into account in National Park designation, this project should be 

afforded considerable weight by this re-opened Inquiry. 

 

5.4 Sustainability 

 

5.4.1 The western part of the area is particularly accessible by sustainable transport, with 

both Liss and Petersfield lying on the mainline railway from London to Portsmouth.  

This mode of transport is used by both walkers and cyclists to access the extensive 

network of paths.  There are good path links from these stations to long distance 

walks like the Sussex Border Path and Serpents Trail to the east, the Hangers Way to 

the west and the Royal Woolmer Way to the north of Liss.  The footpath crossing the 

tracks at Bentley station leads directly into ancient woodland at Alice Holt.  Although 

walking or cycling from the railway stations is initially through a built environment in 

most cases, visitors soon access the open country and in the meantime there are 
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spectacular views to the South Downs, Hangers or the wooded Hill Brow ridge on the 

way through.  For example, it takes ten minutes at most to reach the open countryside 

from Liss Station. From Petersfield rights of way radiate out in all directions ensuring 

that recreational users arriving by train have a 360 degree choice of high quality 

countryside to explore. (Appendix Figure 3) 

 

5.5 Accessibility 

 

5.5.1 As well as providing access to high quality hill walks, these gateway settlements can 

also provide excellent facilities for those not able to tackle more strenuous walks or 

who find hill walking difficult.  For example, there is a walk starting at Liss, which 

immediately accesses open country that can be continued through Longmoor and 

extended further around the circular track on Woolmer Forest, which is always open 

to the public. As the walk is along a disused military railway track it is virtually 

entirely on the flat and is over 12 miles in length.  It passes through riverine 

woodland, open heathland and mixed heathland/woodland. The whole walk is through 

areas designated for their wildlife value, mostly through internationally protected 

habitats.  At Lynchmere Common there is a route suitable for people with disabilities 

and impaired mobility.  The circuit of the Lake at Petersfield Heath is another such 

route, where the entire path is accessible to wheelchairs. 

 

5.6 Public Rights of Way 

 

5.6.1 The area is provided with a good, well distributed network of public rights of way, 

over 600 km of which are within the Western Weald.  In the part of the area within 

the Sussex Downs AONB
5
, where the maintenance of rights of way is delegated to the 

South Downs Joint Committee by the highway authority, West Sussex County 

Council, 98% of the rights of way are well-signed and ‘easy to use’.  This figure is 

provided by West Sussex County Council and the South Downs Joint Committee and 

published by the Audit Commission
6
, and the situation is one we have been able to 

confirm by personal observations.  The figure of 98% is significantly higher than the 

national average for county councils of 69.2%.  Every path in the Sussex part of the 

Western Weald is surveyed annually either by ranger staff from the South Downs 

Joint Committee or by one of the twenty-five volunteer parish path walkers.  There is 

a well-established maintenance routine.  In the early summer, all paths which are 

subject to vegetation overgrowth are cleared.  We have walked all fourteen walks 

contained in the publication ‘Rother Valley Walks’ (Appendix C) and have found 

them to be very high-quality. 

 

5.7 Access Land 

 

5.7.1 The access land in the Western Weald is of particular merit and the SDC finds that 

these areas are particularly well-managed.  Thanks to grants from the government’s 

Access Management Grant Scheme, interpretation boards are in place (e.g. at fourteen 

                                                
5
 Equivalent figures for the East Hampshire AONB are not available since the SDJC does not have 

responsibility for footpaths in Hampshire 
6 Best Value Performance Indicator 178 (rights of way) contained in the transport section of “2006/07 BVPI 

data and quartiles”, http://www.audit-commission.gov.uk/performance/downloads/2006_07_BVPIresults.xls, 

published February 2008 
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sites along the Serpent Trail) and nine access wardens have been recruited to monitor 

the sites and assist the public to learn about and enjoy the access land in the Western 

Weald.  In the SDC’s experience, this level of management far exceeds that found on 

most areas of access land in other parts of England.  A selection of some of the larger 

areas of access land in the Western Weald is to be found at Appendix H.  This is new 

evidence as the access areas had not been published at the time of the original 2005 

inquiry. 

 

5.8 Links between the Western Weald and Southern Part of South Downs 

 

5.8.1 As the proof of evidence by Hampshire County Council on the implication s of the 

NERC Act and Meyrick judgments
7
 makes clear, there are strong links between the 

Western Weald and the chalk hills.  Many of the older highways were used by people 

travelling south to north and north to south between the Western Weald and the chalk 

hills.  The sunken drove ways were used by people moving their livestock between 

the Western Weald and the chalk hills.  Today, these north/south are enjoyed by 

recreation users.  They provide a sustainable means of travelling between the Western 

Weald and the chalk ridge and they give horseriders, cyclists and walkers the 

opportunity to leave behind their motorised vehicles. 

 

6 Landscape Assessor’s Issues 

 

6.1 Public Rights of Way and Maintenance 

 

6.1.1 The Landscape Assessor writes of the sandy arable farmland area
8
:  

 

“I find that many paths are difficult to follow, overgrown by nettles or disrupted by 

ploughing where they cross arable fields.”    

 

6.1.2 As mentioned above at paragraph 5.7.1, the condition of rights of way in West 

Sussex, which includes the area managed by the South Downs Joint Committee, is of 

excellent quality.  Every path is surveyed at least once each year, and the majority of 

problems are put right very promptly.  All paths subject to overgrowth are cut in the 

early summer.  The Best Value Performance Indicators results published by the Audit 

Commission
9
 show that 98% of rights of way are well-signed and easy-to-use.  It is 

not our experience, nor that of most groups using the area, that the paths are difficult 

to follow, overgrown or disrupted by ploughing.  Fourteen user groups disagreed with 

the landscape assessor’s contention and only four groups agreed (Appendix E). 

 

6.1.3 The Landscape Assessor also wrote
10

: 

 

                                                
7
 Inquiry Document No: #1969/1/1 

8
 Paragraph 2.22, Annex B, CD #3 

9
 Best Value Performance Indicator 178 (rights of way)  contained in the transport section of “2006/07 BVPI 

data and quartiles”, http://www.audit-commission.gov.uk/performance/downloads/2006_07_BVPIresults.xls, 

published February 2008 
10

 Paragraph 2.22, Annex B, CD #3 
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“Closer to the River Rother there are fewer paths, the network is fragmented and it 

is often necessary to use the narrow lanes.”  

 

6.1.4 However, as mentioned above at paragraph 5.2.5, Walk 2 of ‘Adventurous Pub Walks 

in Sussex’ shows that the path network is very good in this area. 

 

6.2 Woolmer Forest 

 

6.2.1 The Landscape Assessor concluded that military activity undermined the value of the 

MoD land as a recreational resource and concluded that ‘the MoD land fails to offer a 

recreational experience that is markedly superior’ (para 3.44 of Annex B). 

 

6.2.2 Accordingly groups were asked about their experience of visiting the MoD land (see 

Appendix E). Fourteen groups responded: seven walking, four wildlife, one cycling, 

one horseriding and one orienteering. 

 

6.2.3 On land used by the MoD the Landscape Assessor stated
11

: 

 

 “I consider that these characteristics [untamed, wild and tranquil landscape 

characteristics] have been undermined by the extent of the military activity, 

associated development and other military paraphernalia in the Woolmer Forest 

area.”   

 

6.2.4 Groups were asked whether they agreed with the Landscape Assessor’s perception.  

Only two groups agreed, twelve disagreed and one didn’t know.  It is noteworthy that 

one of the groups that supported the Landscape Assessor was a cycling group: cyclists 

are barred from both Woolmer Forest and Longmoor under the local byelaws.  The 

walking group that agreed suggested that only a small area was thus affected.  By 

contrast, the five other groups that commented: walkers, wildlife groups and 

horseriders, all mentioned the wildlife and botanical importance of the area and the 

fact that this richness of biodiversity existed because of the military presence.  One 

group pointed out that military training and National Parks have a long-established 

relationship. 

 

6.2.5 Groups were also asked their views on the impact of the noise of gunfire and whether 

this compromised the tranquillity of the area.  Four groups said it did, seven it did not, 

one group did not know and one offered only comments.  Again, one of the groups 

that agreed with the Landscape Assessor was the cycling group referred to above. 

Two of the groups that thought tranquillity was compromised by gunfire nevertheless 

answered the earlier question by saying that they did not think the military presence 

undermined the recreational experience.  One of these groups went on to comment  

“This could change fairly rapidly as military training evolves to meet new challenges 

of conflict and peacekeeping” and another that “Woolmer Forest remains one of the 

richest and most bio-diverse heathland habitats in South East England”. Another 

group stated that “Gunfire is a regular feature of many National Parks.  It is not 

inherently incompatible with National Park purposes.  Traffic noise is a problem but 

this is equally true of National Parks elsewhere.” 

                                                
11

 Paragraph 3.40, Annex B, CD #3 
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6.2.6 Groups were also asked about restricted access to Woolmer Forest and whether this 

restricted the resource to one of local importance only, for those who are familiar with 

the risks and regulations.  Five groups agreed with this, two didn’t know, four didn’t 

agree and one strongly disagreed.  A number of comments were appended to these 

judgements.  One group commented that this was not an issue for National Park 

designation and pointed out that the majority of National Parks do not offer access 

across all landscapes.  Another that the restrictions are one of the reasons for the 

richness of the wildlife, and one group that with more publicity of the opening times 

access could be widened. 

 

6.2.7 It is clear from other comments that a number of groups are deterred from visiting 

Woolmer Forest because of the uncertainties surrounding its opening times.  Issues 

affecting opening times and access to an internationally protected wildlife resource 

are addressed in more detail in the SDC proof on the Longmoor Training Area and 

Woolmer Forest (#1147/13/1). 

 

6.2.8 The Landscape Assessor states
12

:  

 

“Woolmer Forest…is not, in my view, a landscape which visitors are likely to 

explore.  Although there are fewer restrictions on public access to the MoD land 

to the south of the A3, the obvious military presence and warning signs alerting 

users to the potential risks are similarly not conducive to widespread public 

enjoyment of this landscape”.   

 

6.2.9 Groups were asked their views on this statement.  The majority said this was not their 

experience.  Nine user groups disagreed with this statement, with only four agreeing 

(Appendix E). 

 

6.2.10 The Landscape Assessor states
13

 there is little obvious indication of public access to 

Woolmer Forest from surrounding roads, other than the car park near Woolmer Pond.  

He fails to recognise that there are other means of access to Woolmer Forest, for 

example the public rights of way onto the land.  Ten user groups found the access to 

Woolmer Forest by these other means to be either adequate or significant with only 

two user groups finding this type of access to be either inadequate or very poor 

(Appendix E). 

 

6.2.11 The SDC concludes that there is little support for the conclusions reached by the 

Landscape Assessor and that groups with differing interests regard the MoD land as 

an important recreational resource. 

 

                                                
12

 Paragraph 3.43, Annex B, CD #3  
13

 Paragraph 3.43, Annex B, CD #3 
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6.3 Heathlands 

 

6.3.1 The Landscape Assessor’s statement about the heathlands from Iping Common to 

Duncton Common having few views in an enclosed landscape
14

 was again at odds 

with those user groups which often use these areas for their recreation.  Seventeen 

user groups disagreed with this statement.  Only one agreed.  Groups commented on 

the “good views” to be had from these places, the “impressive views”, “stunning 

views”, “lovely views”, “beautiful views”.  One group stated “some of the finest views 

in W Sussex” were to be had from these areas, and another commented that on 

Blackdown wonderful 360 degree views were to be had over forty miles to the North 

Downs, the Selborne Hangers, the Basingstoke Hills and to Ashdown Forest, as well 

as the chalk downs. 

 

6.4 Bridges 

 

6.4.1 The Landscape Assessor states
15

 that the bridges on the River Rother: 

 

 “tend to be traffic bottlenecks, making them difficult crossing points for 

recreational users, particularly at peak times”. 

 

6.4.2 The SDC cannot agree with this statement as these ancient and other bridges provide 

recreation users with excellent links over the River Rother.  Of the twenty-four river 

crossings between Petersfield and Pulborough, eleven are on footbridges and estate 

roads that are not open to motorised vehicles.  The remaining thirteen bridges carrying 

public roads are available to all recreation users as well as motor vehicles, but most of 

these are on minor roads with low or very low levels of road traffic.  During the 

survey visits to each river crossing we found two road bridges to be moderately 

difficult to use by non-motorised users, a further two required some caution and the 

remaining seven were found to be very easy-to-use (see appendix I).  None can be 

described as ‘difficult crossing points’ or are in any sense ‘bottlenecks’.  These 

findings are borne out by experience over the years and confirmed by the user group 

survey results (see appendix E).  Seventeen user groups disagreed that the ancient 

bridges are difficult crossing points, with only three agreeing. 

 

6.5 A3 (T) 
 

6.5.1 The Landscape Assessor states
16

:  

 

“In considering the recreational opportunities, I find that, although there are many 

crossings over and under the A3, the majority of the pedestrian crossings that 

connect with footpaths or bridleways occur between Bolinge Hill Farm and the 

Hangers Way, to the north-west of Petersfield. Further north, most of these 

crossings are not particularly well integrated with the footpath network, so 

requiring recreational users to use the approach roads, many of which are very 

busy with traffic. In my view, the A3 corridor does present a substantial barrier 

                                                
14 Paragraph 2.25, Annex B, CD #3 
15

 Paragraph 2.22, Annex B, CD #3 
16

 Paragraph 3.37, Annex B, CD #3 
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to recreational enjoyment of the area, particularly to the north of the Hangers 

Way”. 

 

6.5.2 The SDC cannot agree with this statement.  The SDC’s proof of evidence on the A3 

(#1147/9/1) makes clear that the Highways Agency took great care when building the 

A3(T) to ensure that the rights of way network was not damaged by the new road.  It 

is clear from Appendix Figures 1 and 2 that this aim was achieved in the area in 

which the Landscape Assessor claimed the network was most fragmented.  All rights 

of way that were in place before the A3(T) was built are intact and interconnect with 

long distance walks. User groups comment favourably on the good provision of 

bridge and underpass crossing points. 

 

6.5.3 In terms of the recreational value of the A3 corridor, one group (a wildlife 

organization) commented that the noise from the A3 was excessive, but four other 

organizations (walking or cycling clubs) said that the impact of the A3 was low.  This 

indicates that there is a relatively high element of perceived tranquillity near to the A3 

for those exploring the area on foot or on bicycle. 

 

7 Recreation Opportunities from a 21
st
 Century National Park 

 

7.1 The new wording of Section 59 2(A)(b) of the National Parks and Access to the 

Countryside Act 1949 states:  

 

“when applying subsection (2)(b) in relation to that area, take into account the 

extent to which it is possible to promote opportunities for the understanding and 

enjoyment of its special qualities by the public.” 

 

7.2 Other amendments to the 1949 Act contained in the NERC Act 2006 clarify that 

cultural heritage and wildlife may be taken into account in the designation of National 

Parks and that land used for agriculture, woodlands, parks etc may be included in a 

National Park. 

 

7.3 The traditional recreational opportunities within National Parks have been outdoor 

pursuits like walking, riding, camping or climbing and the first two parts of this proof 

have concentrated on the extent to which the Western Weald provides this sort of 

opportunity.  This Part considers other opportunities that a 21
st
 Century National Park 

can and should provide. 

 

7.4 Firstly, a National Park needs to be inclusive in its recreational opportunities, 

providing for those who cannot or do not want to indulge in more vigorous outdoor 

activities, but at the same time, it needs to persuade people out of their cars. Secondly, 

it needs to engage younger people who may not be interested in the traditional 

pursuits and are used to a more interactive form of entertainment.  The SDC also 

notes that the wording of the Act encourages not just enjoyment but also 

understanding. It believes that this is an important issue in a century when young 

people in particular are increasingly disconnected with the countryside and the 

nation’s heritage.  The SDC therefore suggests that a wider variety of recreational 

opportunities will be needed, catering for the young and ageing population and 
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engaging a multi cultural population in the important heritage of the nation. 

 

7.5 The SDC submits that the rich history and cultural depth of the Western Weald, 

combined with its varied geology, soils and hence ecology is ideally placed to meet 

these new 21
st
 century challenges.  For illustrative purposes it provides the following 

examples, which demonstrate a wide variety of experiences.  All are already available 

though the Act allows for further opportunities to be taken into account. The area 

chosen is the northern part of the Upper Rother Valley, which is the easily accessible 

by sustainable means, being on the main London Portsmouth railway. 

 

8 Cultural Heritage 

 

8.1.1 The Upper Rother Valley is steeped in history from Palaeolithic times onwards. Every 

era is reflected in the pattern of fields and commons or the architecture of the 

settlements.  At the time of the construction of the A3(T) Roman artefacts were found 

near Liss and this led eventually to a lottery funded archaeological dig in a field 

directly adjacent to the A3(T), spectacularly set with views to the South Downs, the 

Hangers and the Hill Brow ridge.  The site is about 15 minutes from Liss Railway 

Station, using the local footpath network. 

 

8.1.2 The dig
17

 has taken place each September, so that school children, at school but not 

under immediate exam pressure may take part.  The dig, which has revealed an 

important Romano-British Villa complex, is overseen by a professional archaeologist 

and organised by the local archaeological group. It, has involved over 200 people of 

all ages, mainly from nearby settlements but ‘diggers have come from as far afield as 

Guildford and the south coast.  The site is always open to the public and 3,000 visitied 

in September 2007. The latest finds are on display, with explanations of their 

importance and with sketches of the structures being unearthed. School children 

visiting the site have, for example, been taught to make pottery using a reproduction 

of a Roman kiln.  One weekend event attracted 1750 people.  .  To the SDC, this fully 

meets the criteria under subsection 2(A)(b), whilst engaging the young and educating 

them in a way they can enjoy. 

 

8.1.3 For nearly 40 years Blackmoor Estate has had an annual Apple Tasting Day in 

October.  This gives the chance for approx 7,000 visitors to come and taste free of 

charge a large variety of different apples and pears grown in the 300 acres of orchards 

around Blackmoor; to view an exhibition of perhaps another 50 varieties; to have 

advice given by an Apple Doctor on problems of identification or disease.  Alongside, 

there is a large craft fair at which a great many specialist crafts demonstrate their 

skills and offer goods for sale.  A third element is a demonstration of rural craft 

industries, such as trug making and hurdle fence weaving, and exhibitions of other 

rural pursuits such as bee keeping, wine making, small animal breeding and reptile 

collections.  The purpose is to provide a fun day out for families from local villages, 

towns and cities such as Bordon and Portsmouth; to teach them more about the 

countryside and to raise several thousand pounds for local charities around Blackmoor 

which man their own stalls, rides and sideshows. 

                                                
17

 Described at Appendix A, SDC Proof of Evidence, The Settlement of Liss – Inquiry Document No: 

#1147/11/1 
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9 Wildlife 

 

9.1.1 Because of the geological variety in the Upper Rother Valley the ecology is very 

varied.  A walk from the Liss railway station immediately enters a local nature reserve 

of riverine woodland along the banks of the River Rother.  Here there are plants and 

birdlife that are typical of this type of habitat, notably the carpet of ramsons in the 

spring and birdlife that includes woodpeckers, siskins and the occasional glimpse of a 

kingfisher.  More unusual varieties of plant such as the wood forget-me-not, lesser 

celandine and coral-root bittercress as well as red-list bird species such as the lesser 

spotted woodpecker and bullfinch are to be found by the more serious nature lover.  

 

9.1.2 Having crossed a country road, visitors enter Longmoor Training Area where the 

habitat changes significantly and swiftly to heathland with conifer and birch scrub.  

Here internationally important numbers of Dartford warblers, nightjars and woodlarks 

are to be found as well as more usual species such as whitethroat, crossbills, 

yellowhammers and linnets.  In botanical terms, the area is also exceptional with 

nationally endangered species such as marsh club-moss, yellow bird’s nest as well as 

nationally near-threatened species such as pillwort and hoary cinquefoil.  Continuing 

through Longmoor, footpaths lead to Woolmer Forest, where lies Woolmer Pond, one 

of the largest ephemeral lakes in Britain.  Access to part of its banks is available at all 

times and when the lake is full of water significant numbers of water and wading 

birds can be spotted, including some rare species of ducks.  Thus, with immediate 

access to a railway line to London and the south coast there is access to a varied and 

internationally important botanical and wildlife resort that can engage both the casual 

visitor interested in nature through to the serious botanist or ornithologist. 

 

10 Conclusion 

 

10.1 The Western Weald area that is recommended for exclusion offers some of the best 

and most accessible walking country in Sussex and Hampshire and is very popular 

with recreational users.  The condition of its rights of way and access land is amongst 

the best in the country.  The Inspector’s finding that this area contains land of high 

scenic attraction and land that is internationally recognised for its ecological value is 

echoed by recreational users of the area who report they find the landscape to be of 

very high quality.  The SDC believes the area provides a markedly superior 

recreational experience and that it should be included in the confirmed South Downs 

National Park. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


