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Purpose of the report

1. The purpose of this paper is to 

· apprise Members of the current work of the Dales Wildfire Group and of the Authority’s involvement to-date,

· seek members’ views on the Authority’s continued involvement and the desirability of the further development of the group.
Strategic Planning Framework

2. The information and recommendation(s) contained in this report are consistent with the Authority’s statutory purposes and its approved strategic planning framework:
· National Park Management Plan objectives

L.1 Maintain and enhance the quality and distinctive character of the Yorkshire Dales landscape 
L.2 (b) protect and enhance the mosaic of valuable managed habitats (hay meadows, pastures, rough, grassland, native woodland and moorland)

· Corporate Plan objectives

43 (a) work with partner organisations to develop Fire Plans for areas of Open Access in Cumbria and North Yorkshire.
Background

3. The Dales Wildfire Group (DWG) has developed over the last two years, having originally stemmed from initial discussions between North Yorkshire Fire & Rescue Services (NYF&RS) and the Yorkshire Dales National Park Authority (YDNPA) representatives at the Safer Craven Partnership meetings in early 2007. 
4. Prior to May 2005 and the launch of Open Access, the YDNPA had little formal association with the management of wildfires. However, with our greater involvement in the management of fire restrictions/exclusions in extreme conditions on Open Access land, the importance of the management of peat moorland to local economies and the emerging importance of peat moorland in relation to climate change and as a carbon sink, it is an appropriate time to revisit our position.

5. The Fire and Rescue Services Act, Section 7 places a duty on all Fire and rescue Services to ‘Make provision for the purposes of extinguishing fire in its area’. The Act sec 11 also gives the power to respond to other eventualities. This includes an event that causes or is likely to cause ‘harm to the environment (including the life and health of plants and animals)’.
Joint Working

6. In June 2007, NYF&RS in association with the YDNPA hosted a joint working seminar to discuss tackling moorland fires. Whilst there have been individual moorland fires in the Dales over past years, historically the western area of North Yorkshire which includes Craven, Richmond and Harrogate District has managed to avoid the worst effects of large scale moor fires. 
7. The main objectives of the seminar were to begin to consider
· reviewing the procedures relating to the management of wildfires in the countryside
· seeking improvements to current management systems

· sharing good practice between partners
8. From this initial seminar a small working group (DWG) was formed. This initially consisted of representatives from NYF&RS (x3 Craven, Richmond and Harrogate), Moorland Association (x2) Nidderdale AONB (x1) and was hosted, chaired, and the secretariat provided by the YDNPA (x2). Subsequently the National Gamekeepers Organisation and Natural England representatives have joined the group and the YDNPA now provide media support.

9. The group had a clearly defined remit to: 

· collate fire plans and maps for areas of moorland (Estate/Ownership Plans) providing up to date contact and ownership details, plus details of equipment  and resources available to assist in any events
· develop joint operating procedures to create a more effective response to wildfires and thus reduce the scale and impact of damage

· reduce the occurrence of wild fires by promoting general fire prevention to land managers, local communities and visitors

· promote good practice and the Heather and Grass Burning Regulations 2007

· identify training and equipment needs with particular emphasis on safe working practice
10. The group have also been monitoring the work of other groups around the country especially in relation to the development of the Northumberland and Cumbria Wildfire Groups where significant amount of work has been done on developing training and equipment needs. The group has also been in discussions with the North York Moors National Park who have a Fire Liaison Working Group with a similar remit.
11.  The group has now reached a crossroads in terms of development of the group. There are a number of recent developments that have caused this and have prompted the group to consider its future role and management.
· NYF&RS see the working groups as very valuable but would like to see a more regional approach across North Yorkshire in the future. Potentially they envisage an over arching steering group and the formalising of existing working group arrangements.
· Recently the Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs the Rt Hon Hilary Benn MP visited a grouse moor in Swaledale and was accompanied by Natural England staff, local owners and gamekeepers. The outcome is that he has indicated a continuing interest in the work of the group.
· Natural England has allocated £5k to the group for the purchase of fire fighting equipment.
· The group also recently received a presentation from Rural Development Initiatives, a ‘not for profit’ company which has developed the Cumbria and Northumberland Wildfire Groups and which it now manages. Following this presentation the group have asked RDI to produce a proposal for supporting the further development of the group. 

12.  It is expected that the cost of producing the development plan will be in the region of £5k. At its meeting on 11 December 2008 the group agreed that it would like to pursue the production of a development plan subject to partnership financial support. Partners agreed to consider this within their individual organisations and seek to identify other potential partners or funding bodies. 
Conclusion

13.  The National Park Authority has, to date, taken a lead in facilitating and chairing the group, the initial aim being to draw together appropriate partners and provide a focus for the group. As the group has developed it has become clear that the task of running the group will be beyond the capacity of our officers to manage within their existing work programme commitments.  Additional resources will have to be found if the group is to develop in the way that the partners envisage.
14.  The success of the Northumberland group is very much down to having independent and dedicated staff time assigned to the project and this has been endorsed by Northumberland Fire and Rescue Services and is now seen as the best way forward fro wildfire groups. RDI has an excellent track record in this area and have been able to access a number of external funding sources to assist in longer term management of the Northumberland Wildfire Group and developing training programmes and securing additional resources such as specialist equipment. 
15.  The group is therefore seeking commitments of funding from the participating partners. Subject to the responses received, and some partners have already committed funding, it is intended that a contribution (up to a maximum of £1.5k) will be allocated from the Open Access programme budget for development work on the future of the group.

Recommendation
16.  It is recommended that Members note the contents of this report and endorse the Authority’s contribution to, and involvement in, the future development of the Dales Wildfire Group.
Alan Hulme
Ranger Services Manager
19 December 2008
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