Supreme Court victory secures wild camping rights on Dartmoor against hedge fund challenges
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Gentle bird song and the soothing gurgle of water flowing over boulders herald the awakening of a new day on Dartmoor. The soft, pale-yellow light gradually illuminates the steep, tussock-clad valley where I spent a solitary night, leaving only my thoughts as company. Such moments of tranquillity—raw, unadulterated experiences in nature—are increasingly rare and have faced threats in recent years. A significant challenge arose when Alexander Darwall, a multimillionaire hedge fund manager, initiated a legal battle two years ago, aiming to restrict the public's right to wild camp on Dartmoor, claiming it endangered his conservation efforts and posed risks to his cattle on the expansive 1,619-hectare estate.
Despite Darwall's assertions, the Supreme Court has now unequivocally upheld wild camping as a legitimate form of “open air recreation.” This landmark ruling clarifies that the language of the existing law encompasses a broader interpretation of recreational activity, granting wild camping its rightful place within that spectrum. Consequently, Dartmoor maintains its unique status as the only site in England where individuals can camp without seeking explicit permission from landowners. The ruling comes amidst a rising awareness of outdoor recreation's mental and physical health benefits, as supported by studies demonstrating how direct engagement with nature significantly enhances well-being.
The scenic walk to the moor leads past the grand façade of Blachford Manor, a striking contrast to the rugged terrain. My journey up involves navigating through thick hedgerows and over barbed wire fences, yet the essence of freedom is palpable. Unlike Scotland, where wild camping is freely permitted provided campers respect enclosed lands, England imposes strict limitations, often relying on the discretion of landowners. This ruling has invigorated the hopes of countryside access campaigners, who are keen to see similar rights extended elsewhere, particularly as there have been calls for the Labour Party to reinstate “right to roam” pledges.
Alongside the personal exhilaration of pitching my tent in such expansive wilderness, there exists a profound sense of responsibility among campers. Previous criticisms concerning irresponsible practices, such as fly camping, have highlighted the environmental risks associated with wild camping, particularly from groups that neglect to follow guidelines. However, in Dartmoor's case, the judges underscored the effectiveness of enforceable management by the national park authorities over potential private landowner control through civil litigation.
This court victory arrives in a context where the UK faces significant environmental degradation, with nearly one in six species endangered and intensive farming practices putting further strain on habitats. Dartmoor, while cherished for its stunning vistas, grapples with environmental challenges of its own. Overgrazing, particularly by sheep, has been linked to the declining health of its ecosystem; even the rarest species, such as specific birds and insects, face threats from unsustainable practices, including those by Darwall himself, who has engaged in controversial land use that endangers local fauna.
As I traverse the rugged landscape—clambering over moss-draped woodlands and rushing rivers—my surroundings do not betray the fallout of neglect. Instead, I only encounter remnants of agricultural practices: feed bags and boxes scattered amidst the natural splendour. It speaks volumes that, following the Supreme Court’s ruling, the spirit of unity and activism among the community persists. This is epitomised by the historic protests against Darwall's earlier judicial victories, where thousands gathered to protect their right to wild camp, a testament to the intrinsic value of shared natural spaces.
With promises of continued engagement and protection for Dartmoor, the future shines brightly for those who cherish the gift of wild camping. The ruling does not merely endorse an activity—it affirms a collective right to experience the profound joy and reverence that the wilderness can offer, while also encouraging responsible stewardship of the lands we enjoy. As the sun rises higher, I sip my tea, feeling revitalised, ready to embrace another day in this untamed beauty that is Dartmoor National Park.
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