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CANNOCK CHASE COUNCIL 

CABINET 

15 DECEMBER 2011 

REPORT OF THE HEAD OF ENVIRONMENTAL SERVICES 

RESPONSIBLE PORTFOLIO LEADER(S) – ENVIRONMENT 

EXTENSION TO FENCED GRAZING AREA ON HEDNESFORD HILLS COMMON 

KEY DECISION – (NO) 

 

1. Purpose of Report 

1.1 To advise and seek Councils endorsement for the proposed application to and fencing of 
Common Land on Hednesford Hills for grazing purposes. 

2. Recommendation(s) 

2.1 

 

3. Summary (inc. brief overview of relevant background history) 

3.1 Hednesford Hills is a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and Common. It is managed by 
the Councils Environmental Services (Countryside Service).  

3.2 The land has been managed under a Stewardship Agreement with Natural England (NE) for 9 
years, which involved grazing approximately 23ha of the site, following approval from the 
Secretary of State to fence off the areas of the Common in 2001, after extensive public 
consultation. 

3.3 Many other Local Authorities and organisations have adopted a similar management approach 
of fencing and grazing based on this Councils experience with Common Land.  

3.4 The Council has entered into a new 10 year Higher Level Stewardship Agreement (HLSA) with 
Natural England which provides funding to manage the Hills and other Council owned land.  

3.5 Grazing is an effective, efficient and sustainable way of managing large areas of land, 
especially heathland, a process which is endorsed by NE, in terms of nature conservation. The 
existing grazing regime on the heathland has resulted in a clear and visible improvement to the 
heathland habitat within the fenced areas. 

3.6 To meet the requirements of the new HLSA and the SSSI requires an extension of the grazing 
by approx 20ha. This is to be achieved by creating two new fenced areas. See Annex 1 
Grazing Areas Plan. 

To recognise and endorse the proposals as outlined in section 5.0. 
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3.7  Open access through the fenced grazing areas will be maintained by including kissing gates 
and stiles where appropriate on all access routes. See Annex 2 Proposed Fencing Plan. 
Unrestricted access within the fenced area will continue. 

3.8 A formal application has now to be made to the Planning Inspectorate for consent to fence the 
land. Formal consultation will involve placing adverts in newspapers, plans being made 
available in council buildings and letters sent to various consultees. Prior to this, extensive 
informal consultation has been undertaken, firstly by erecting site notices in May 2011 and 
addressing any concerns raised, briefing local ward councillors and eliciting the support of other 
partners and organisations, including NE & Staffordshire Wildlife Trust and the Council. 

3.8 Minor changes have been made to the access provisions following comments made. Letters of 
support have been received from NE, Staffordshire Wildlife Trust and a member of the public.  

 

4. Key issues and Implications 

4.1 The recent designation of Hednesford Hills as a SSSI imposes a statutory duty on the Council 
to manage the land appropriately especially in respect of lowland heathland.  

4.2 The Higher Level Stewardship Agreement entered into with NE provides retrospective funding 
to help manage the site and other council land in an appropriate manner. 

4.3 Details of the appropriate management work form part of the HLSA. This includes the 
maintenance and improvement of the lowland heathland over the whole site. To achieve this in 
a sustainable way that benefits nature conservation whilst being efficient and economic, 
involves the use of cattle to graze the heathland. A process that is fully endorsed by NE. 

4.4 To enable grazing of a greater area of the heathland requires areas to be fenced. Fencing 
several areas allows the grazing to be carefully managed so that areas are not over grazed or 
suffer damage or disturbance.  

4.5 As the site is a Common land, fencing can only be erected with Consent via the Planning 
Inspectorate. The HLSA with NE is not an all embracing approval and therefore consent is 
required. Given that NE have agreed a sustainable management approach to the land, gives 
added weight to the application, as would support of the Council 

4.6 Access through and over the land would be maintained via the inclusion of stiles and kissing 
gates at suitable locations, maintaining unrestricted access to the land. 

4.7 The cost of the fencing works would be totally funded retrospectively via the HLSA. The 
Agreement would also make annual payments towards the cost of grazing the land. 

4.8 Failure to gain consent to fence the land would impact on achieving an efficient, economic and 
sustainable way of managing the land and would require renegotiation of the HLSA as well as a 
potential loss of grant. Ultimately it could lead to deterioration in the nature conservation value 
of the lowland heathland and as such the quality of the SSSI thus breaching the Councils 
statutory duty to maintain the SSSI. 

5. Conclusions and Reason(s) for the Recommendation(s) 
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5.1 The proposed additional grazing area will allow appropriate management of the Heathland in 
accordance with the approved management regime encompassed within the HLSA with NE. 

5.2 The grazing management will assist the Council to meeting its legal duty to managing the SSSI 
in an effective and appropriate manner. 

5.3 Grazing is the most beneficial and effective way of managing the heathland whilst improving 
the ecological diversity of the site. 

5.4 The proposal is the most cost effective way of managing the land especially given that the cost 
of the fencing works is funded via the HLSA and that annual payments are then made for 
grazing the land. 

5.5 Inclusion of gates and stiles will maintain access to the land and unrestricted access will be 
maintained within the fenced paddocks. 

5.6 Confirmation of support from the Council for the proposed fencing application would add weight 
to the fencing application. 

 

6. Other Options Considered 

6.1 The alternative method of managing the heathland would be by mechanical means – mowing. 
This is not a method supported by NE and would result in a far greater reduction in the nature 
conservation value of the site.  

6.2 The use of mechanical means would require the Council in purchasing suitable equipment or 
employing contractors to carry out the work. The cost of this would have to be borne by the 
Council 

6.3 Any change to the proposed management of the land as specified within the HLSA would 
require renegotiation with NE and potential loss of grant to the Council. 

6.4 The option of not managing the heathland appropriately would result in eventual loss of the 
heathland and as such be contrary to the Councils duty to maintain the SSSI as well as 
conflicting with the requirements of the HLSA. 

7. Report Author Details 

7.1 Peter Scholes (Principal Landscape & Countryside Officer) Ext 4225 

 

 

 

 

SCHEDULE OF ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
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Section 1 

Contribution to Council Corporate Priorities  

1.1 Active and Healthy Lifestyles 

a) Hednesford Hills is a large area of open space that is easily accessible highly to the 
community and is highly used for passive recreation, chiefly walking and dog walking. The 
proposals would not prevent such activities taking place. 

b) The introduction of grazing by Dexter cows is likely to create a novel feature for a short 
period of time that hopefully would encourage more people to visit the site to see and get 
up close to the cattle; Dexter’s being a small placid and friendly breed.   

1.2 Improved Living Environment 

a) Hednesford Hills forms an important area of open space within the district and is highly 
valued by the locals. It has a high Nature Conservation value, this being recognised by the 
recent SSSI designation.   

b) The proposed fencing and subsequent grazing of the areas works would allow improved 
management of the land which in turn would see an improvement of the nature 
conservation value of the site. This would particularly become noticeable through the 
improved growth of the heathland and especially visible when in flower in the autumn.  

c) It has been proved that for every pound invested within open space there is at least a 
threefold saving in expenditure in healthcare provision.  

1.3 Economic Resilience 

a) A high quality public environment can have a significant impact on the economic life of an 
urban area and Hednesford Hills is a key feature within this part of the District given that it 
is highly accessible to the local community and has a similar character to that of Cannock 
Chase itself.  

b) Research by the Halifax Building Society has indicated that houses near public open space 
can command up to an extra 15% in price since house buyers are willing to pay extra to be 
near green space particularly green space that is more natural or rural in character. 

c) Areas that have quality green spaces, both semi natural and formal, have been found to 
encourage business investment. 

d) It is known that businesses will invest in areas that have quality green spaces both formal 
and semi natural. Not only does it create a pleasant backdrop for the business but people 
prefer to work and live in a pleasant green environment all of which creates inward 
investment into the locality 

 

1.4 Transforming the way services are provided to ensure value for money 
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a) The Countryside Section has been at the forefront of developing innovative ways in 
managing areas of semi natural habitat. Its approach and methodology for introducing 
grazing on Hednesford Hills in the past has and is being copied by many other 
organisations and councils throughout England. 

b) Grazing is a far more effective and beneficial way to manage land that is of a high 
conservation value. More importantly it is a very cost effective solution compared to other 
mechanical means and one which is supported and funded by NE.  

Section 2 

Contribution to Promoting Community Engagement 

2.1 Extensive consultation has been carried out via the erection of site notices and discussions with 
members of the public on site. Concerns raised have been incorporated in to the final proposals 
in terms of access provision. All local ward Councillors have been advised of the proposals. 

2.2 Formal consultation will be carried out prior to the making the Application to the Planning 
Inspectorate through direct consultation with relevant organisations and posting notices in 
newspapers. 

Section 3 

Financial Implications 

3.1 The cost of the proposed fencing works is estimated to be in the region of £20,000 which will be 
funded respectively from NE as part of the Higher Level Stewardship grant scheme. The grant 
application includes £20,000 for fencing and suitable access gates 2011-13. The work is 
forecast to be implemented in April –May 2012. 

3.2 The grant is limited to £20,000 and the successful tender should be kept within this grant limit. 

3.3 The scheme would be included in the Council’s budget as a revenue scheme. 

3.4 Future repair obligations i.e. replacement, vandalism can be met from the maintenance 
provision included within the revenue grant of the Higher Level Stewardship Grant scheme for a 
10 year duration.  

 

Section 4 

Legal Implications 

4.1 The Council has a legal duty to maintain the SSSI in an appropriate and effective manner, 
which the proposed grazing operation would allow. 

4.2 Fencing can only be erected on the Common with consent of the Planning Inspectorate.  

4.3 The proposed fencing would enable the council to meet its requirements of the HLSA. 
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4.4 Two Public Footpaths cross one of the proposed paddocks, which through the addition of stiles 
or kissing gates would continue to permit access. No definitive routes would be blocked or 
diverted as part of the proposals. 

Section 5 

Human Resource Implications 

5.1 There are no Human Resource implications arising from the proposals 

Section 6 

Section 17 (Crime Prevention) 

6.1 The proposed fencing would assist in preventing unauthorised use of the land by motorbikes or 
off road vehicles which occasionally occurs, causing damage to the land as well as a nuisance 
to other legitimate users of the site.  

6.2 A higher level of management of the site would bring with it a greater physical present of staff 
on the site, which in turn would potentially prevent or reduce the number of antisocial activities, 
camps, bonfires, drinking parties that are sometimes encountered on various parts of the Hills. 

Section 7 

Human Rights Act Implications 

7.1 There are no direct implications in respect of the Human Rights Act 1998 arising from this 
report. 

Section 8 

Data Protection Act Implications 

8.1 There are no identified implications in respect of the Data Protection Act. 

Section 9 

Risk Management Implications 

9.1 The Council has previously entered into an agreement to manage the land appropriately via the 
HLSA with NE. 

9.2 The Councils endorsement of the proposal to create fenced paddocks on the Common would 
enhance the application process however, given that the site is a SSSI and management 
proposals have been endorsed and confirmed by NE, including the use of grazing, NE would 
be regarded as one of the main agents in advising on such proposals. 

9.3 Failure to endorse the proposals would conflict with the HLSA as well as the Councils duty to 
manage the SSSI.   

Section 10 
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Equality and Diversity Implications 

10.1 There are no equality and diversity implications arising from this report 

 

 

Section 11 

List of Background Papers 

 

           Section 12 

Report History 

 

Council Meeting Date 

  

  

 

 

Annexes to Report 

Annex 1 Existing & proposed grazing areas map 

Annex 2 Proposed grazing areas and details of access provision 
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