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Wellow Common Vision Statement 2020

This is a shared vision for Wellow from Challenge Ltd, the company which currently owns the Lordship of the Manor of Wellow (together with the freehold of its common lands and wasts and associated manorial incidents), and the Wellow’s Toftholders’ and Owners’ Association.

Our shared objective is the protection of the heritage of the common lands in Wellow, and the security of its future use and preservation.  

The common lands are an agricultural amenity for village residents who have toft rights attached to their property.  Toftholders are still entitled to graze animals on all the common land in accordance with their toft rights.  The common lands also provide the landscape against which the history of the village is set, and continues to play a role in its ongoing heritage formation and its tourist and visitor economy.  

As society has changed since the enclosure of the land, the use of the common land has also evolved.  In modern times the common lands have provided amenity space for residents and visitors.  The role of the common land as this valued commodity must also be preserved, and the land managed in such a way that both its traditional and modern significance to village residents and visitors is enabled and protected.   

In relatively recent times the common lands have become neglected in their functions and significance.  The use of the land from which the village benefits is vulnerable to further deterioration and limitation of traditional use if it remains undervalued and underused.  

It is our shared vision to see the common lands maintain both their original and modern functionality, and to encourage full use of these functions to ensure the Commons’ longevity and survival, so that these lands will continue to serve the village as a valuable village amenity.  






Objectives for 2020
· To continue practical maintenance and improvements to the common land
· To implement a Higher Tier Woodland Management Plan to manage the wooded parts of the common
· To engage with all stakeholders on a greater level, in particular the Parish Council
· To continue to explore and procure streams of funding 
· To plan and implement the installation of sympathetically characteristic gates at the road entrances to the common land
· To explore avenues of heritage scheduling to protect the village’s vulnerable historical assets situated on the Common land


There are several aspects central to our vision for the Common:

Return of grazing functionality to the Common
The historical primary function of all common lands is for villagers with common or toft rights to graze animals on this land.  Several villages with commons in England still successfully graze their common lands according to the rights apportioned to those holding common rights.
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Sheep grazing the common in Goathland, North Yorkshire


All Toftholders in Wellow have an entitlement to graze animals on the Common land.  Grazing animals on the Common is not just for the purpose of maintaining tradition, although this is important; regular grazing maintains the land, reducing the necessity for mechanised maintenance such as cutting, enriching and improving both the soil and subsequent regrowth, and can be used for conservation gains.  Regular grazing of the land would ensure the physical optimality of the land, and in turn ensure the sustenance of its historical and traditional function. 

There has been an expression of interest to the Toftholders Association from residents who would like to graze a small number of animals on the common, which is being investigated.  Input has been sought from Professor Philippe Wilson, a fellow of Nottingham Trent University who has a specialism in conservation grazing, and Professor Wilson is providing guidance and support for looking at practical measures that will enable grazing as well as well as possible funding options.  

Application of practical measures to promote functionality of the Common
It is part of Challenge’s vision for the common land in Wellow that it is managed in its entirety for the benefit of the village. Historically Maypole Green has been managed well, but to gain maximum benefit from the common lands it requires a wider view to management which incorporates the whole of the common land areas.

In order for the common lands to retain their function and benefit to all, practical measures need to be undertaken to mitigate issues which have arisen as a result of modern life meeting traditional practices.  The most striking of these is the A616 passing through the Common, creating an obstacle to the common land being grazed safely.  It is Challenge Ltd’s vision to see cattle grids installed at appropriate points on the roads around the common land which will encourage slower traffic (which would also benefit the village generally!) and safer conditions whereby the Common could be both grazed and used for recreation.  

Challenge has already been engaging with the Highways Authority to this end but has found them largely resistant to considering the installation of cattle grids to enable the use of the Commons for grazing.  The installation of cattle grids has however been successfully carried out in other villages which have common lands, and on similar roads.  Challenge wishes to continue dialogue with the Highways Authority, both directly itself and with support from the Toftholders’ Committee and the Parish Council, as well as other local interest groups and the wider village community, in order to effect this positive change which would benefit both the Common and the village as a whole. 
[image: \\GANDALF\server\companydocs\ADMINISTRATION\Emma Mason\Wellow\Commons research\Minchinhampton Common.jpg]
Cattle grid installed at the east end of Minchinhampton Common,
 Gloucestershire

There are other practical measures to be taken in order to maximise the land’s potential to return to traditional use. In 2019 Challenge Ltd and the Toftholders’ Association have worked collaboratively to facilitate the removal of scrub which has been able to establish in areas which have received less intervention in recent times, such as Bottom Green.  As a result of scrub clearance works on Bottom Green around the trees, the appearance of the area has become greatly improved and more areas are now accessible for village use.  These works are continuing to be undertaken.  Monitoring and management of issues such as overgrowth on the land is of great benefit to both the land and the people who use it.  

Restoration and preservation of the traditional landscape of the Common
There are lots of statutory regulations controlling the management of common land.  Some of these seem to have been circumnavigated in recent times by public bodies and in the case of the common lands at Wellow this has adversely affected the nature of the landscape.  Examples of this include the widening of the A616 road which passes through the Common, and the planting of trees on Bottom Green which has created an artificial boundary to what should be an open space.  

As common land is required by law to be maintained in an open nature,  the vision is to seek to remove anything which currently constitutes an artificial boundary wherever possible, to minimise the effects of necessary modernisation which adversely impacts the traditional landscape, and encourage the close scrutiny and management of all future installations or adaptations made by public bodies by both Challenge Ltd as owners of the freehold, and by the Toftholders’ Committee as stakeholders, to ensure such encroachments and adaptations cause no further negative impact on either the landscape itself or its function.
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The road passing through Hearsall Common, Coventry, still retaining the open nature of the common land.

The Toftholders’ Association and Challenge Ltd are exploring the possibility of installing traditional white wooden gates at the road entrances to the common land and seek the support of the Parish council to do so.  These would add character and value to the land from a practical and heritage aspect, reinforce the nature of the land, and improve the aesthetic of both the common land and the wider village.  Negotiations and avenues for funding are being explored into 2020.


Preservation of the heritage and conservation value of the Common as a village amenity
The heritage value of the common is significant to its survival, as the current management of the common is the product of hundreds of years of village history and therefore makes every villager a stakeholder in its survival.  The significance of the common for those precluded from its agricultural value because either they do not have the right to graze it, or do have those rights but are unable to exercise them, relies on a continued attachment to the heritage value of the common which will encourage people to continue to engage with it and feel invested in its survival. The most appropriate way to do this is to engage with the conservational and historical characteristics of the common which have been largely overlooked in its previous management, and incorporate these values into the amenity value of the lands.

There are several historical characteristics on the common which are as yet unregistered with Historic England as scheduled monuments, or on Natural England’s Historic Environment Record.  Currently, only part of Gorge Dyke is registered as a scheduled monument and of these registered sections, none are those which are situated on common land.  There is also the potential for other characteristics of the Common land such as Wellow Dam, the Deer Park Boundary on Cocking Moor Lane, and Cocking Moor Lane itself, to be registered as being historically significant from both a social and archaeological aspect.  

The neighbouring village of Laxton has relied heavily on the heritage of its common and open field system to manage its common land.  Its example provides a model of how people use their local heritage to form sense of place and local identity.  If the management of Wellow’s common lands can incorporate some of the ideology of how people form their heritage ideas, more people will engage with it and therefore contribute to its survival as a village amenity.  If residents can explore the heritage of their village beyond the Maypole and across the entirety of the Common, its survival as a village amenity will be assured.

The shared vision in this respect is to be working closely with archaeological and conservation officers to maximise the potential of the common lands in these areas in order to sustain the significance of the common for a wider spectrum of users and to maximise the potential to procure further funding to assist with the maintenance and sustenance of the common overall, including Heritage Lottery Funding or environmental grant assistance.  This will require further research in each of these areas and further management considerations, but to have procured the appropriate scheduling of the historically and environmentally significant parts of the Common will pay dividends for both users and management options in the long term.

Environmental Conservation
The rich habitats provided by the flora currently present on the common lands are another aspect of the conservation value of the common lands.  Woodland Officers have noted rare spores in the woodland on Cocking Moor, and Purple Emperor Butterflies were noted to have been present in the same woodland in 2016 and 2017 (source: rushcliffewildlife.co.uk).  Efficient management of the common lands which recognises the conservation value of the area adds another aspect to the already high value of the land.

[image: Image result for purple emperor butterfly wellow]
A purple emperor butterfly photographed in Wellow Wood 
in 2016 (source: www.eastmidlands-butterflies.org.uk)


The woodland on the areas of common land has in some areas sprung up from the land being historically left to establish scrub and then trees rather than being grazed.  Nevertheless, these areas of woodland are now vital parts of the common land’s value for residents and visitors as well as provide habitat for wildlife.  Challenge Ltd and the Toftholders’ Association are keen to strike a balance between preserving the open nature of the common land whilst at the same time ensuring some of these areas of woodland are preserved for the benefit of the village and local wildlife.  To this end, Challenge Ltd, with support from the Toftholders, is currently progressing a Higher Tier Woodland Management Scheme through Natural England to ensure the best management of these areas whilst still striking this balance.  They have worked closely with officers from the Forestry Commission and hope to have the scheme in place and operational by the middle of 2020.  Objectives of this plan include a small amount of coppicing and removal to allow other species to grow, creation of small glades to encourage new fauna, and fencing works at the edges of the Common land to prevent deer damage to existing species.

To encourage the financial self-sufficiency of the Common
Contrary to a common misunderstanding, the responsibility for maintenance and repair of common lands does not lie singularly with the landowner.   Common lands are subject to the legal principle of benefit and burden, ie those who benefit from a common also accept responsibility for the associated burdens.  With this in mind Challenge Ltd as landowners and the Toftholders’ Association as managers of the Common work collaboratively to raise the necessary funds with which to manage the common lands.  The most ideal way in doing this would be to create opportunities for the common to fund itself.  Recent examples of this include local funding which was obtained by members of the Toftholders’ Association, which was used to fund part of the maintenance of the land in 2019, and the annual donation of rents received from Thoresby Angling Club for use of the dam by Challenge Ltd. 

[image: Image result for wellow dam]
The woodland at Wellow Dam

By their nature, external avenues of funding are usually short-term and cannot be relied upon as a long-term stream of income, and therefore it is the shared priority of the Toftholders’ Association and Challenge Ltd to continue to explore all appropriate avenues of funding for the maintenance of the Common which will sustain its condition and benefits for Wellow.  

Challenge Ltd have identified a further option for funding maintenance works is by application to the Parish Council for Precept funding to contribute towards the maintenance under Section 41 of the Local Government Finance Act 1992 and the Localism Act 2011, which enables Parish Councils to spend money on anything they deem of benefit to the community, and section 9 (b) of the Open Spaces Act 1906 which states a local authority may “undertake the entire or partial care, management and control of any such open space or burial ground, whether any interest in the soil is transferred to the local authority or not”.  Historically maintenance has been concentrated mainly on Maypole Green, which plays a pivotal role in the identity of the village, but the common lands extent to more than this part of the common land and as a result the remainder has been neglected.  Our shared vision is to distribute funding for maintenance over the entirety of the common lands and to maintain the high standard of the common land and wasts in the centre of the village.  The Parish Council are currently not in favour of funding from the Precept and it is clear that funding from the Precept should be a wider matter for the community and subject to a village-wide vision.  Currently there is no shared vision or identification of further options as to how arrangements can be made for the long term funding of the whole common lands.   However, there is a shared vision that the long term maintenance of the common is sustained by a permanent and long term funding solution.


Maximising income is not just concerned with procuring funds but also saving expenditure.  Grazing the land is a vital part of its maintenance, and this can be seen as a money saving exercise because with regular grazing there would be less expenditure required for the cutting of the grass.  Other income-saving ventures could include the establishment of a ‘working party’ of volunteers who would be willing to undertake periodic maintenance tasks on the Common, thus contributing to relieving the burden but also enhancing the communal aspect of the Common, which is important to its longevity and projected success.  


Involvement of other stakeholders without toft rights
Other stakeholders in the common land include all those who use it but may not possess the historical rights associated with it, or local public bodies and groups.  By statute common land provides open access recreational space irrespective of whether or not a user holds any specific common rights.  As the whole village benefits from the common lands in Wellow, it makes sense that Challenge and the Toftholders’ Association should work closely with other local organisations and individuals such as the Parish Council, local history and conservation groups, and the residents themselves. Both Challenge Ltd and the Toftholders’ Association would like to foster relationships between the Toftholders’ Committee and other stakeholders where each body’s aims and objectives incorporate the others, and everyone works collaboratively for the benefit of the village.  .  Our vision includes working closely with all stakeholders, and in particular gaining support from the Parish Council on issues where the maintenance of the common lands and administration of village matters overlap.  Collaborative working with the Parish Council and all other stakeholders would result in strengthened relationships, community harmony and the use of the common land as a focal point for the village as a whole.  

The current work being undertaken in the village to formulate a Community-Led Village Plan is an initiative in which in the common land, its community value and its role in the heritage of the village plays a vital part.  The Community Plan is an opportunity to promote the protection and enhancement of the Common to the whole village of Wellow. The Common and Toftholders’ rights apply to circa 67 households of around 200 residents in Wellow.  If the Common land and its benefit to the community are properly promoted and represented, this should result in the common land becoming a key pillar of the plan with the acceptance in the community and Parish Council that the Commons are part of the common good of the village and not just for the benefit of Toftholders.  The Toftholders, Parish Council and others might therefore come to a unified vision for the Commons with everyone working towards the same objective.
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The role of Challenge Ltd
The vision that Challenge Ltd has for its own role as owners of the common land is one of support and facilitation.  Challenge Ltd is a family-run business with strong local ties and a business model based on traditional values.  Therefore Challenge Ltd’s vision for the common land at Wellow is highly emphatic towards the preservation and maximisation of its functional capacities as set out in this document.   Challenge Ltd continues to recognise the rights of the Toftholders and the statutory protection afforded to the common land, and remains committed to the most constructive and beneficial ways of assisting with the management of the common lands in a sustainable and self-sufficient way.  Challenge Ltd looks forward to a long and constructive relationship with the village of Wellow in which it is able to contribute constructively and with benefit to all its stakeholders.  

The role of the Toftholders’ Association
The Aims and Objectives of the Toftholders’ Association is set out in their constitution as:
“i. to preserve the rights to the common land granted by Lord Savile under the Enclosure Acts of 1842, for the benefit of the whole village.
“ii. To maintain, to the best of their ability, in good order, the common land designated in the registration of 1968.”

It is the intention of the Toftholders’ Association to ensure that the Vision, and all actions undertaken to bring the Vision to fruition, remain within the scope of these Aims and Objectives.
Maps of the registered common land in Wellow
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