Written evidence submitted by Will Watson (CWR0136)

My name is Will Watson and I manage Dallowgill Estate in Nidderdale. The uplands here are home to many red and amber listed species during the breeding season. The SSSIs and SPAs in this area hold their status precisely because of the rare flora and fauna present that have been shaped over generations by controlled burning. Change the management and you change the plants; change the plants and you lose the wildlife. That needs to be understood before policy is made.

There is also a practical point about cutting that I don’t think gets enough attention. Cut heather, once it lies and dries out, does not reduce fire risk but accelerates it. I have direct evidence of this. It becomes kindling on the ground, and a fire moving through it is harder to stop than one moving through standing vegetation.

The recent reduction in the peat depth threshold from 40cm to 30cm is, in my view, utterly misguided. It has significantly increased the area where burning is now prohibited, and it brings unnecessary extra cost. Landowners are now having to invest in swipe chain mowers instead of flails simply to avoid damaging rocks on ground that could previously have been managed by burning.

Wildfires cost taxpayers millions to fight and recover from, smoke harms people, livestock and wildlife, and removing the tools that prevent them is not the solution.
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