Supreme Court upholds right to wild camp on Dartmoor despite landowner challenge
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Gentle bird song and the soothing gurgle of water flowing over boulders mark the onset of dawn on Dartmoor, where nature paints a serene picture for those who venture into its embrace. I find myself waking to the soft light illuminating the steep, tussock-clad hills where I spent the night. This moment of isolated tranquillity offers a blissful reminder of the importance of wild camping in spaces free from commercial encroachment—a right recently reaffirmed by a significant Supreme Court ruling.
For nearly two years, wild camping on Dartmoor faced uncertainties due to a legal challenge brought forth by Alexander Darwall, a multimillionaire hedge fund manager and the estate's owner. Darwall, along with his wife Diana, contended that the presence of campers hinders conservation efforts and posed a risk to their cattle on their expansive estate, comprising 1,619 hectares on the southern edges of the moor. However, this week, the UK Supreme Court unanimously ruled against his claim, determining that the right to open-air recreation extends beyond mere walking and horse riding to include wild camping. This landmark decision confirms Dartmoor as the only place in England where wild camping is legally recognised without a landowner’s permission.
The victory is not merely symbolic; it serves as a vital push for access rights, resonating particularly with groups advocating for broader access across England. Following the ruling, campaigners from the Right to Roam and the Open Spaces Society expressed their hopes that this precedent might inspire future legislative changes, potentially extending the right to wild camp elsewhere in the UK, akin to the longstanding permissions already in place in Scotland.
As I embark on my three-hour trek across rugged moorland, the absence of signs of litter or fire marks is stark compared to rampant environmental degradation seen elsewhere, notably from intensive agricultural practices. Dartmoor, while being overgrazed primarily by sheep, is a space where the connection between people and nature flourishes—a stark contrast to claims of environmental harm attributed to campers. Critics, including those from the Dartmoor National Park Authority, argue that poor land management, rather than wild camping, is the culprit behind ecological damage, a narrative supported by findings from Natural England.
What remains clear is the exhilarating sense of freedom wild camping provides. Unlike commercial campsites, where facilities cluster around large groups and familial tents, the sheer openness of Dartmoor's landscape fosters a deeper connection with nature. Here, the ethos of responsibility is paramount; adventurers must ensure they leave no trace, carrying out their waste and respecting the land.
However, the freedom to camp also accompanies responsibilities that some fail to honour. Reports of irresponsible camping arose during the pandemic, with flies of waste disrupting the very nature enjoyed by many. Yet the court emphasised that managing these issues is best placed within the framework of the national park's authority, rather than leaving it to private landowners to pursue legal actions. Campaigners highlight that the few misdeeds of a minor group should not overshadow the intrinsic value wild camping brings to public enjoyment of the landscape.
As I descend back from the moor, retracing the steps of one of the largest protests the countryside has ever seen, it is hard not to feel fulfilled by the collective efforts that have kept this area accessible for all. Following a previous High Court defeat for wild campers, thousands gathered in defiance, underlining the importance of Dartmoor not just as a natural reserve but as a keystone in the ongoing battle for access rights within the UK.
This ruling stands not only as a defence of the public’s right to roam but also as a reflection of evolving attitudes towards land use and conservation. It underlines a societal recognition that nature should be shared, bridging the gap between public interest and land stewardship.
As the sun begins to dip behind the hills, the richness of experience exchanged in these wild realms highlights the enduring connection between humanity and nature—an invaluable tapestry woven through the shared joy of wild camping on Dartmoor.
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