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SUMMARY: 
 
The Dartmoor National Park in SW England is a major resource for orienteering.  Shaped 
by geological and human mining agencies, it offers complex terrain suitable for high 
quality competition. 
 
Orienteering is a long-standing activity on Dartmoor but, in the last 25 years, the National 
Park Authority has applied increasing restrictions on the sport, culminating in a draconian 
blanket ban on orienteering during the bird breeding season, which is currently deemed to 
run from the end of February to mid July.   
 
A comparative survey, in terms of environmental and ecological impact, has been carried 
out on 12 off-track activities, including orienteering, which use Dartmoor.  Particular 
attention has focussed on their environmental management by the National Park and, in 
particular, the different attitudes towards letterboxing and orienteering, which have 
superficial similarity. 
 
It is concluded that expectations of scientific objectivity,  even-handedness and freedom 
from emotive bias on the part of the Dartmoor National Park Authority, with respect to its 
management of orienteering, have not been met. 
 
It is recommended that the Authority attends to this shortfall as a matter of priority. 
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1.  Introduction 
 

From time to time the International Orienteering Federation (IOF) receives requests from 

orienteering clubs and associations for advice and assistance in responding to 

environmental actions and attitudes which are affecting their sport.  Sometimes it is 

appropriate for the IOF to become actively involved in the matter, provided the governing 

body for the sport in the country concerned gives its approval.  The benefits of such 

involvement are that the IOF can offer expertise and expanded experience and, in return, 

the details of a federation’s problems and solutions are of interest and value across the 

international spectrum. 

 

In 2004 assistance was requested by the Devon Orienteering Club in addressing a 

difficulty concerning the status of the sport and the restrictions on its taking place in the 

Dartmoor National Park, in the south west of the United Kingdom.  The National Park 

encompasses most of the high moorland associated with the largest of several granitic 

intrusions in the south west peninsula (Figure 1).   

 

       
                                     
                               Figure 1.  The south west peninsula, the brown shading  

                      indicating terrain above 400m.   
 

Differential weathering of the granite has produced a landscape rich in rock features.  

Additionally, mineralisation of the granite cap and the metamorphosed country rock was 

exploited for many hundreds of years with the extraction of tin and other metal ores, 

leaving extensive areas of complex small scale workings.  The combination of man’s and 

natural processes has produced a terrain of high value for the map reading and ground 

recognition skills of advanced orienteering.  An example of part of an orienteering map of 

the Burrator area of Dartmoor in Figure 2 illustrates the ground complexity in a former tin 

mining site. 
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              Figure 2.  Part of the Crazy Well 1:10000 orienteering map (by the author).   
 

 

The sport of orienteering has taken place on Dartmoor since its introduction to the United 

Kingdom in the 1960s.  In the following decade major events took place on the Moor, such 

as the British Championships and, in 1979, the International Jan Kjellstrom Easter 

Festival.  These events were well received by the Dartmoor National Park Authority.   In 

its annual report for 1979, it commented:  “The International orienteering event in mid-April 

drew a crowd of 3000 to Fernworthy.  No problem at all; and hardly a candy wrapper left 

lying at the end of the day to mar what was really a model of mass recreational use of our 

National Park”  (DNPA 1979). 

 

However, four years later the National Park considered that mass events in general, but 

including orienteering, “do have a cumulative effect on Dartmoor itself, on the enjoyment 

of others, and on local interests” and that “the motivation behind each event may be 

admirable, but the need for control has become increasingly evident” (DNPA 1983,  27). 

 

The 1983 review, in its forward policy on specialist recreation pursuits, referred to the 

1979 Jan Kjellstrom event which took place in Fernworthy Forest as causing “no problems 

whatsoever” but expressed caution about future events outside the forested areas, 

treating them “as acceptable in principle, but subjected to close scrutiny in detail with 

regard to timing, routes, checkpoints, etc.” (ibid.  96).  In the short interval since the 1979 

event, there had been a shift in attitude towards a major orienteering event from 

enthusiastic support to no more than ‘acceptable in principle’. 

 

An indication of the meaning of ‘close scrutiny’ became apparent at the Caddihoe Chase 

two-day regional event held at Burrator in September 1992.  The numbers permitted to 

enter were limited by the National Park to 1200 “to minimise potential damage and 
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disruption” (Baldock 1992).  A condition of permission being granted was that the event 

organisers would cooperate with the National Park ecologists who wished to assess any 

impact of the event on vegetation and soils.  Impact surveys were made at a number of 

high use control sites.  Although the measurements were conducted with precision, the 

study as a whole was severely faulted.  There was a failure to draw attention to the 

anomalous nature of the results (such as vegetation damage decreasing as the number of 

competitors increased) and, more importantly, a failure to place the orienteering impact in 

context with that from other recreational users and the grazing animals.  Recovery over 

the subsequent 12-month period was monitored and the final report concluded that the 

event “appears to have had minimal long-term impact on the vegetation at this site” 

(Baldock 1993).  Notwithstanding this proper conclusion, there were a number of caveats 

and the impression remained from the exercise was that it was not even-handed, 

suggesting underlying bias against the sport within the Authority.  

 

The decline in orienteering opportunity on Dartmoor was to continue.  For Easter 1997 the 

Jan Kjellstrom International Trophy event was scheduled to return to the South West of 

England. Permission was sought to stage this flagship championship event, as a once in 

20 years occurrence on Dartmoor, within the forest plantations and the adjacent open 

moorland of the Burrator catchment.  Recognising that Easter is a popular period for day 

visitors to Burrator, the event organisers proposed to bus the competitors in to the 

competition from parking areas off the Moor, so as to avoid traffic congestion. The 

landowners, South West Water, gave permission for the event subject to approval by the 

Dartmoor National Park.  This approval was not forthcoming, the National Park rejecting 

the application on ecological grounds. 

 

Within the decade further restrictions were to follow.  For 2004 and beyond the National 

Park Authority indicated that no orienteering events would be permitted in the Dartmoor 

National Park within the bird nesting season, which the Authority determines is between 

the end of February and mid July.  This constraint is particularly punitive as it confines the 

sport to late summer, when many areas are unusable through growth of bracken 

Pteridium aquilinum, and winter, when there are problems of poor weather conditions and 

hazards of exposure. 

 

Clearly, there had been a substantial change in policy by the National Park towards 

orienteering on Dartmoor from commendation to condemnation over the last quarter 

century.  Such a shift might conceivably have derived from changes to the nature of the 

recreational activity itself, such as increased competitor numbers or the manner it which it 

is conducted, but this is not the case.  It is possible that the change results from a more 

rigorous approach to ecological matters by the National Park staff with respect to all 
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recreation.  It is possible that such rigour is applied to orienteering with more severity than 

to other recreations.  It is possible that the ecological impact of orienteering is significantly 

overestimated.  It is even possible that there is underlying cultural bias against the sport. 

 

A preliminary investigation into these suppositions indicated that there was a ‘case to 

answer’ and that the findings of a more detailed study would be of interest and potential 

benefit to regional, national and international associations, not only within orienteering but 

for other recreations which use semi-natural countryside.  The International Orienteering 

Federation, therefore, acceded to the request of the Devon Orienteering Club, with the 

approval of the British Orienteering Federation, and conducted the study reported below. 

 

2.  A survey of off-track sports and recreations in the Dartmoor National Park 
 

A survey has been conducted of a range of off-track sports and recreations which take 

place in the National Park.  These off-track activities are manifold, from a solo 

ornithologist seeking out a listed bird to the hunt, riding to hounds after foxes or, in the 

possible consequence of current UK legislation, dragged scents.  In between these 

extremes of impact are other activities, some formal, others informal, some organised, 

some not.  A further distinction is in the duration of the activity.  Some are ‘continuous’, 

perhaps varying with weather and season, but essentially occurring day-on-day.  Others 

are short in duration, referred to as ‘pulse’ activities.  An example of a pulse activity is the 

sport of orienteering. 

 

Semi-natural countryside, such as Dartmoor, has landscape and conservation value.  It is 

not surprising, therefore, that off-track activities involving significant numbers of 

participants can generate ecological concerns about the trampling damage to vegetation 

and disturbance of wildlife.  Most concern appears to be reserved for the pulse activities, 

presumably because their relatively larger numbers over a short period are associated 

with greater impact than the less obvious activities with smaller numbers over long 

periods.  However, a note of caution must be sounded;  to use a weather analogy, a short 

sharp shower is not necessarily more wetting than a continuous drizzle.  Nevertheless, for 

good reasons or not, formal pulse off-track activities do engender ecological concerns 

which may result in the imposition of restrictions of time and place.  There is, however, 

some national evidence that restrictions imposed ostensibly for reasons of conservation 

may, in fact, be based upon attitudes and values which have nothing to do with ecological 

factors.  This possible factor will be addressed in the analysis.  

 

In the following analysis the focus is on ecological impact of the various activities, away 

from the roads and car parks, and off the paths and tracks.  Although there can be 
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problems of parking and assembly, particularly for the pulse activities, these can be 

managed successfully.  Orienteering event organisers, for example, have flexibility in 

positioning their start, finish and assembly areas so as to minimise intrusiveness, 

environmental and ecological impact.  These can, if advised to be necessary, be 

substantially distant from the car parking.  An example of such an arrangement are events 

on the Crazy Well area of Burrator which start and finish at Nun’s Cross.  Competitors 

assemble in the car park of the Plume of Feathers Inn in Princetown and are transported 

to and from the competition by minibus.  This is an arrangement in which the orienteers, 

the Dartmoor National Park and the landlord of the hostelry all benefit. 

 

However, the matters of parking and assembly are not the issue which bars even minor 

orienteering activity from the Moor for a substantial part of the year.  The issue is 

ecological impact and it for this reason that the various activities are compared in terms of 

the numbers taking part, the extent to which the activities are off-track in the terrain, the 

time spent off-track and the manner in which the activity is conducted, all of which have a 

bearing on ecological impact. 

 

A comparison of the annual use of Dartmoor National Park for off-track sports and 

recreations is given in Table 1.  Inevitably, the data in such a survey are subject to 

uncertainty.  Where available, figures are taken from published sources.  Where not, best 

estimates have been obtained from experienced practitioners in the different activities. 
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three hour period.  The prolonged disturbance is potentially more damaging.  Although 

there may be differences between species,  observations reported by Parker (2005) of two 

species, wheatear Oenanthe oenanthe and stonechat Saxicola torquata, the former being 

considered important on Dartmoor (DNPA 2004a), are consistent with repeated short 

disturbances being non-damaging. 

 

This comparison refers to a single site.  Of course, an orienteering event has more than 

one control site and a letterboxer will visit more than one letterbox in a day’s outing.  An 

average tally of letterboxes for one day’s outing may be taken as being in the range 10-20 

boxes (Finch 2004); the number of reasonably busy control sites in a club orienteering 

event is much the same.  Therefore, one club orienteering event of around 100 

competitors is roughly equivalent to two letterboxers in terms of potential ecological impact 

around the control points where the competitors converge. 

 

This equivalence of two letterboxers and a club-sized orienteering event may be scaled, 

with caution, to more letterboxers in a single day and larger orienteering events.  The most 

important difference, however, between letterboxing and orienteering is that, in a particular 

area, the letterboxing will occur day-on-day (subject to season and weather) whereas the 

orienteering will only take place once in a year or perhaps at longer intervals.   

 

These comparisons do not represent actual impacts, not because the calculations are 

invalid, but because of the Dartmoor National Park ruling that prohibits orienteering during 

the bird nesting season from 1 March to 15 July.  To further the analysis, suppose that 

monthly club events were permitted during the bird nesting season.  They would amount to 

about 500 runs, equivalent to 10 letterboxers.  Taking half the annual visitor numbers for 

letterboxing (560,000 in Table 1) as being those in the bird nesting season gives an 

ecological impact ratio, based on time figures, of 28,000.  However, this is not the end of 

the comparison.  The procedures followed at the focus points have further ecological 

implications.  The orienteers visit a flag and move on, the letterboxers probe into holes and 

crevices, potentially disturbing hole-nesting birds and other fauna.  This undoubtedly 

increases the ecological impact ratio but it is difficult to make sensible numerical estimates 

as to its extent from the data which are currently available. 
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5.  Survey of orienteers’ responses to the bird nesting closed season 

Orienteers have great difficulty with the blanket ban on their sport for the whole National 

Park during the bird nesting season and question its validity.  Their knowledge of 

letterboxing and orienteering - many take part in both activities - leads them to the same 

conclusions of mismatch between the National Park’s attitude towards the two activities 

that the above survey has enumerated. This leads in turn to their distrust to the National 

Park’s even-handedness or its objectivity, or both.   

 

In order to assess the level of their concern a questionnaire survey was conducted among 

orienteers at an event on Dartmoor on 11 December 2004.  The questionnaire made the 

following introductory statement: 
In the interests of protecting and enhancing the bird population on Dartmoor, the National 
Park Authority prohibits orienteering on Dartmoor during the bird breeding season from 1 
March to 15 July.  With respect to the other 2.96 million ramblers, bird watchers and 
letterboxers (DNPA figures), who do not seek permission for access, the Authority asks 
organisers of events involving more than 35 walkers or 20 riders to avoid the season or 
contact them for advice. 

 
Orienteers were asked to respond by tick box to the statement that “The action of the 

Dartmoor National Park Authority with respect to the ban on orienteering during the bird 

breeding season is fair and reasonable, considering the environmental objectives.”  They 

were also asked to give their assessment of the National Park’s overall performance on 

environmental matters on a scale from 1 to 10.  A total of 45 questionnaires were returned, 

representing a two thirds response.  The responses are given as percentages and 

average marks out of 10 for each of the categories in Table 4. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 4.  Survey of orienteers’ responses concerning the ban on the sport on Dartmoor 
during the bird nesting season. 

 
 
The survey shows a substantial majority (80%) disagreeing with the National Park 

Authority’s seasonal ban on orienteering.  It also shows that, although in disagreement, 

most orienteers are broadly supportive of the Authority in its general environmental 

stewardship of the Moor.  The two elements of support and criticism are reflected in the 

following examples of written comment that the survey also invited, these comments 

representing the spread of expressed opinion: 

Strongly Disagree 
 

30% 

Disagree 
 

50% 

Neutral 
 

11% 

Agree 
 

9% 

Strongly Agree 
 

0% 
 

5.0 
 

5.9 
 

6.8 
 

5.8 
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“No orienteer is going to complain about a restriction during an environmentally-sensitive 
time of year at a particular location.  What does need to be asked is whether a ban over the 
whole of Dartmoor for the whole of the spring/early summer is really appropriate or whether 
the restriction can be less severe in certain areas.  Remember that orienteers have every 
interest in keeping the countryside in a healthy state and authorities should use this to their 
advantage.” (‘Neutral’ respondent) 

 
“The National Park Authority, in its efforts to control access, is driven by what is politically 
possible and not by what is scientifically and logically required to preserve the environment.  
It can’t stop Ten Tors, hunting, challenge walks, etc. because there would be a public 
outcry.  It can stop orienteering, so it does.  This policy is intellectually indefensible.” 
(‘Strongly Disagree’ respondent) 
 

The underlying support for conservation measures on the Moor shown in this exercise is 

consistent with information obtained elsewhere.  A survey of attitudes of 100 orienteers 

towards conservation was conducted at events in Devon and Cornwall in 2004 (Parker 

2005a). The responses showed, inter alia, that 80% of the orienteers were members of 

environmentally-conscious organisations.  These included the National Trust (60%), the 

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (20%) and a number of other organisations.  

These percentages are particularly high and demonstrate substantial commitment to 

environmental protection.  This lends support to the caution that the orienteers rejection of 

the DNPA policy towards orienteering should not be dismissed as an unthinking reaction 

to a constraint on their activities. 

 

6.  Discussion 

The analysis gives rise to three questions.   

 

‘Why does the Authority take such stringent measures against a minority activity when it is 

clear that there is negligible ecological benefit from doing so?’   

 

It seems unlikely that the Authority has seriously misunderstood the nature of the activity, 

there are competent orienteers on the DNPA staff.  A possible answer is that the seasonal 

banning of orienteering has political intent, to encourage informally conducted activities to 

follow suit.  There is evidence for this in the statement by the Authority that: 
“Events involving large groups are considered to represent an increased risk of 
disturbance.  Many major walking, riding and orienteering events have been rescheduled in 
recent years.  The organisers of these events have taken positive steps to help safeguard 
moorland breeding birds.”  (DNPA 2004a) 
 

This statement is incorrect, in that orienteering events have not been rescheduled, instead 

they have not been permitted to take place, and the ‘positive steps’ referred to suggest 

voluntary compliant action, which is not the case.  A further possible explanation 

suggested by the second respondent’s comment above concerns the exercise of power.  
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With respect to more than 99% of the recreational access to Dartmoor the National Park 

Authority is unable to exert significant active control.  Orienteering and any occasional 

activity that seek formal permissions provide an opportunity to exercise control measures. 

 

‘Why does the Authority promote, in its literature, an activity which has substantially the 

greatest potential for disturbance of nesting birds?’   

 

It encourages letterboxing as an activity which appeals to those who “like solving clues, 

testing navigation skills and enjoy being outdoors”, noting that “letterboxers thrive on the 

challenge of locating cunningly concealed boxes . . .” (DNPA 2004c).  Whilst it is 

appreciated that the Authority is obliged to come to terms with an informal activity that will 

largely continue to take place irrespective of any control it may wish to exercise, there is a 

profound difference between promotion of an activity that is acknowledged to be disturbing 

to bird life and its tolerance.  The Authority acknowledges this in its informing participants, 

“letterboxing often involves continuous rummaging over a limited area, you might worry 

livestock or disturb wildlife.  This is particularly true during the bird breeding season . . . so 

be extra careful when out on the hunt” (Ibid.). 

 

The final question returns to the matter of bias raised in the opening paragraphs of this 

report;  

 

‘Why does the Authority appear to approve the ‘challenge’ of letterboxing (Ibid.) and the 

‘challenging’ and ‘exciting’ activity of rock climbing (DNPA 2004d), without questioning the 

motives of the participants, whereas the challenge of more active recreations is 

considered to be inappropriate use of the National Park?’   

 

There does appear to be a general cultural bias against running activities amongst land 

managers and their advisors.  Blunden and Curry (1988) concluded from their analysis of 

land use policies that the more passive forms of countryside recreation are favoured by 

environmental and other authorities and that “the more active or sport-oriented an activity 

becomes, the less likely it is to be encouraged by a county council”.  Of more specific 

interest to this analysis is the statement, with respect to orienteering, of a former Dartmoor 

National Park Officer that “visitors’ enjoyment would be spoilt as much by the passage of 

muddy runners as by the crawling past of black-faced, kit-bearing soldiers” (Mercer 1989).  

The emotive nature of this comment is self evident but, even if expunged from the 

statement, its underlying assertion is that informal users object to runners and soldiers.  

This view is not supported by a survey of user perceptions in the three National Parks in 
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Wales (Sports Council for Wales 1993).  The survey of 272 users investigated whether the 

encountering of sports and active recreations in the Parks increased, decreased or had no 

effect on their enjoyment.  These activities were wide-ranging, from walking, 

mountaineering, running and orienteering to mountain biking and water sports.  The 

survey reported that users’ enjoyment was enhanced by such encounters in 47% of cases 

and diminished in only 2%.  Which activities were objected to was not indicated.  With 

respect to encounters with soldiers on foot, the survey reported that 7% of users had their 

enjoyment decreased but that of 18% was increased.  The report concluded that users of 

the National Parks in Wales are “very tolerant” of sport and recreational activities and 

“generally tolerant” of other activities, such as military exercises (Ibid., 6).  Given that the 

opinions of the users of the Dartmoor National Park are unlikely to be very different, it 

appears that the Dartmoor National Park Officer’s statement in 1983 was a land 

manager’s perception wrongly presented as that of the public. 

 

A more recent survey directly addressing public attitudes towards orienteering was 

conducted on Dartmoor and the Cornish coast (Parker 2005a) and questioned 40 

members of the public present at the same time as an orienteering event and potentially 

competing for the same recreational space.  All 40 considered that orienteering did not 

interfere with their enjoyment of the countryside and all 40 did not think that orienteering 

caused environmental damage.  Although this sample was not large, it indicates that it is 

very unlikely that public support for stringent control measures that land managers see fit 

to apply to orienteering would be other than miniscule. 

 

On the balance of evidence it appears possible that the Dartmoor National Park Authority 

continues to have a cultural objection to orienteering but is re-expressing that objection in 

ecological terms.  Such practice is not uncommon. The House of Commons Environment 

Committee had the opportunity to take wider evidence in its review of the Environmental 

Impact of Leisure Activities and noted that: 
Cultural conflicts are just as real as, and sometimes more important than, the 
physical problems – indeed they are often the root cause of the various tensions 
and dissatisfactions that are redefined as threats to the environment.  (House of 
Commons Environment Committee 1995, vol. I, xxvii) 

 

A number of such redefinitions and misrepresentations have been identified in orienteering 

involving governmental and major non-governmental organisations (Parker 2005a). 

 

 

 



 26 

7.   Conclusions 

This survey of 12 off-track recreations in the Dartmoor National Park has shown 

considerable discrepancies in the attitude towards and management of the different 

activities by the National Park Authority. 

 

In particular, a comparison of letterboxing and orienteering reveals widely varying 

standards.  The former is promoted by the National Park, the latter is not.  Letterboxing is 

a major activity largely unconstrained by the National Park, there being some attempts to 

moderate the activity during the bird nesting season.  Orienteering is a minor activity on 

which a blanket ban over the whole Moor is applied during the bird nesting season.  

Moreover, the difference in participation is such that, were club orienteering events to be 

permitted during the bird nesting season, their ecological impact on nesting birds would be 

at least 28000 times less than that of the letterboxing already taking place. 

 

Whilst the difficulties for the Dartmoor National Park Authority in managing conflicting 

interests are readily acknowledged, there is an expectation among those affected by the 

decisions of a public-funded body that these are based on scientific objectivity and even-

handedness, and are free of emotive bias.  In these three respects the Dartmoor National 

Park Authority appears to fall short of acceptable standards in its dealings with 

orienteering. 

 

Therefore, it is recommended that the Dartmoor National Park Authority reviews its policy 

towards orienteering as a matter of priority. 

 

It is suggested that the agreement in Sweden between the environmental authorities and 

the orienteering federation, concerning the critical elk breeding season, in which club 

orienteering events are permitted and larger events deferred, provides an example of 

equitable management practice (Barklund 1987, updated Lundkvist 2002).   
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