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News

Car park charging 
and overgrazing 
claims discussed

Inquest on woman found dead at home Further ban after disqualified 
man was caught driving again 

Heated debate on Forest’s future

CHARGING visitors to use car 
parks, overgrazing, and diverting 
recreational pressures were all 
on the agenda at a lively discus-
s i o n  o n  t h e  f u t u r e  o f 
the New Forest.

Comments by guest speaker 
Merrick Denton-Thompson and 
members of a panel provoked 
strong responses from the com-
moning community and local 
residents, in a debate that be-
came increasingly heated as the 
evening went on.

Mr Denton-Thompson, who is 
president of the London-based 
Landscape Institute, kicked 
off proceedings with an assess-
ment and critique of the cur-
rent state of farming and envi-
ronmental policy, before being 
joined by Official Verderer Lord 
Manners, agricultural econo-
mist Dr Keith Howe and Young 
Commoners’ chair Oliver Cook.

Emphasising that Brexit pro-
vided the first opportunity in 50 
years to have a say on how the 
countryside should function, 
Mr Denton-Thompson outlined 
his view that commoning was a 
key part of the “public goods” 
to be supported after Britain 
leaves the EU.

He updated the audience 
on proposals currently being 
laid down by the government, 
which would potentially see the 
Forestry Commission, Environ-
ment Agency and Natural Eng-
land merged into one overarch-
ing body.

Additionally under the gov-
ernment’s 25 year environment 
plan, 14 new local delivery  
areas will be established, with 
the New Forest falling into two 
separate administrative zones, 
much to the dismay of the  
assembled commoners and 
farmers.

Natural England’s appointed 
verderer Diana Westerhoff said: 
“It horrifies me that the New 
Forest will be divided into two 
areas. I’m just thinking of all 
the impossibilities in managing 
the Forest if this happens.”

Mr Denton-Thompson re-
plied: “This is a point we tried to 
make to the government, that it 
would be better to use existing 
legalisation rather than create 
this nonsense administration, 
but we lost that battle.”

Acknowledging the tension 
between recreation and the 
protection of the landscape, Mr 

Denton-Thompson said: “It is 
my observation that some ar-
eas of the Forest are overused 
and subject to intense pressure, 
while others are underused.”

Advocating “modernised 
access” to national parks, he 
stated his firm belief that there 
should be no more public ac-
cess without it being supported 
financially.

One of his more controver-
sial suggestions centred on re-
moving the distinction between 
Areas of Outstanding Natural 
Beauty (AONBs) and nation-
al parks, throwing the former 
open to the public to relieve 
recreational pressures on areas 
such as the New Forest.

He was challenged on this by 
fellow panellist Dr Howe along 
with several members of the au-
dience, who questioned wheth-
er people really would exchange 
a visit to the New Forest for a 
different area and landscape.

Questions came from the 
floor thick and fast, with many 
commoners taking the oppor-
tunity to respond to comments 
made by the panel.

A question from Burley res-
ident Tracy Thew provoked 
discussion around visitor num-
bers.

She said: “Visitors are pre-
pared to pay, so why does the 
government not ask them to 
pay?” 

She went on to suggest that 

charging for the use of Forest-
ry Commission car parks could 
makes visitors more aware and 
respectful of the environment 
around them.

Lord Manners asked for a 
show of hands from those in the 
audience who agreed with the 
suggestion, with around three 
quarters of attendees indicat-
ing their support.

He said: “Perhaps charging 
people to use the car parks 
would make them think about 
why they are parking.”

Dr Howe concurred: “We 
should be interested in this 
question – why do we pay for 
some things and not for others? 
When this happens, the envi-
ronment always loses. 

“It is not an easy route to go 
down, but not impossible. I am 
sympathetic to this idea and 
feel it would be beneficial.”

Mr Cook added: “The public 
pressure on the Forest is one 
of the biggest problems of my 
generation. There is not one 
solution, and big changes will 
be met with a degree of resist-
ance.”

One particularly provocative 
remark came from Dr Howe, 
who posed the question of 
whether the Forest was becom-
ing overgrazed as a result of the 
subsidy regime. 

Describing the issue as the 
“elephant in the room”, he 
asked whether there was a lack 

of attention to the ecological 
impact of increasing numbers 
of cattle and ponies being 
turned out. 

Challenging the notion that 
commoning is always beneficial 
and asking whether incomers 
to the area had affected stock 
levels, he asked “Are all com-
moners equal? Is the benefit 
always equal?”

Responding on behalf of the 
verderers, Lord Manners said: 
“Our view is that the Forest is 
not overgrazed at the moment. 

“We should not forget that 
commoners have a legal right 
to depasture their animals, and 
it is unquestionable that they 
deliver the landscape of the 
Forest.”

Commoner Lyndsey Stride, 
whose original question about 
the opportunities for com-
moning post-Brexit prompted 
Dr Howe’s comments, also hit 
back at the suggestion.

She said: “Only commoners 
can deliver the landscape – and 
it works because everybody 
commons in their own way, it 
cannot be delivered by anyone 
else.

“The verderers’ marking fee 
register is not an indication of 
the number of animals on the 
Forest, because commoning is 
so individualised.” 

Underlining the importance 
of the work being done by the 
Forest Farming Group, Lord 

Manners updated the audience 
on the progress being made in 
devising a localised funding 
plan for the New Forest.

He said: “I’ve been impressed 
by the collaboration in the New 
Forest, given how much we dis-
agree. Even when we do disa-
gree, it is always in a construc-
tive fashion.

“It is my opinion that the 
New Forest is an exemplar of 
public money being used for 
public good, but without sup-
port, there will be nothing.”

Speaking to the A&T after the 
event, Friends of the New For-
est chair John Ward said: “Our 
speaker guided us through the 
opportunities and complexities 
of possible new approaches to 
financing farming and the envi-
ronment as we leave the EU. 

“There was a general view 
that locally-designed and lo-
cally-led management would 
be important, and it is good to 
know that the verderers and 
other New Forest organisations 
are already actively collaborat-
ing and talking to Defra. 

“Overall, Merrick’s message 
was one of opportunity and 
optimism about a chance for 
change to be seized, but there 
has to remain a nagging doubt 
that when all of the ‘savings’ to 
be redistributed are added up, 
it is the countryside and natu-
ral environment that could well 
be short-changed?”

Panellists (l-r) Lord Manners, Merrick Denton-Thompson, Oliver Cook and Dr Keith Howe

BY CHARLOTTE BAKER

A HORDLE woman was found 
dead at her home by her hus-
band of over 30 years, an in-
quest heard.

Despite the emergency  
services being called to the 
Silver Street home of Nicola 
Rouse (58), on 9th August last 
year, she was unable to be re-
vived. 

Winchester Coroner’s 
Court heard how she was  
discovered on the floor of  
her bedroom by her husband, 
Martin, when he returned  

from work at around 5pm. 
The court heard Mrs Rouse 

had begun drinking heavily 
after being made redundant 
in 2012 and not long before 
she died had been consuming 
around three litres of wine a 
day.

Mr Rouse said he had tried 
hard to get his wife to seek help 
for her drinking, but could not 
get through to her.

Pathologist Dr Norman Carr 
said Mrs Rouse had a blood 
alcohol level of just over five 

times the legal drink-drive  
limit and gave her cause 
of death as acute alcohol 
toxicity.

Coroner Grahame Short said 
Mrs Rouse had regularly been 
drinking large quantities of al-
cohol but could not be exactly 
sure how much she had con-
sumed on the day of her death. 
He concluded that her death 
was alcohol-related. 

GETTING behind the wheel 
twice while banned from the 
roads cost a motorist his driving 
licence for a year.

Luke Olding (37), of Howards 
Mead, Pennington, pleaded 
guilty to driving while disquali-
fied on July 21st and September 
20th last year when he appeared 
before Southampton magis-
trates.

He also admitted driving 
without due care and attention 
during the earlier offence and 

having no insurance on the lat-
ter occasion. 

Another charge which alleged 
Olding failed to stop after caus-
ing an accident during the July 
offence – which the defendant 
denied – was dismissed after the 
prosecution offered no evidence. 

Olding was also given an 
eight-week curfew from 8pm 
to 7am as part of a 12-month 
community order and had his 
driving record endorsed with six 
points. 
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