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The Nidderdale Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty is one of Britain’s finest landscapes. It is 
marvellous to look at, full of contrasts between heather moors, which have an exhilarating feeling 
of openness, and a more intimate mosaic of pasture and woodland elsewhere. Its special qualities 
are plain for all to see, but enjoyment of the landscape is heightened by knowledge of how it 
has been painstakingly created by past generations, and by an understanding of how people are 
absolutely at the heart of today’s landscape. It is a living and working place, and the purpose 
of this Management Plan is to act as a blueprint for everyone who cares about conserving the 
AONB’s special qualities, including the local community, visitors and volunteers, farmers and 
landowners, local authorities and government agencies. 

The Plan for the next five years will be every bit as challenging as the period of covered by 
the 2009-2014 Management Plan, if not much more so. Decisions about the economy and 
implementation of the new Common Agricultural Policy are on the immediate horizon in 2014, 
alongside the ever-present threat of harmful climate change. Meanwhile, local issues with a 
national dimension, like affordable housing and availability of rural services will continue to 
compete for attention, and I have no doubt that new challenges will emerge before 2019 is out. 

The AONB’s Joint Advisory Committee will need to be as adept at marshalling the talent, energy 
and commitment of its friends and partners, and volunteers, as it has been over the last decade. I 
want to thank them for the huge and lasting contribution they made to the last Management Plan, 
and I look forward to working together on this latest version.              

Councillor Nigel Simms
Chair, Nidderdale AONB Joint Advisory Committee
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View towards Upper Nidderdale © Janina Holubecki



AONB designation
There are 46 AONBs in England and Wales. 
The boundaries were originally drawn in the 
1940s when local authorities were given powers 
to administer AONBs by the National Parks 
and Access to the Countryside Act in 1949.  

The 1949 Act states that ‘the natural beauty 
of an area shall be construed as including 
references to the preservation or, as the case 
may be, the conservation of its flora, fauna and 
geological or physiographical features’. 

Government policy on AONBs is based on 
legislation in the Countryside Act 1968 and the 
Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000: 

‘The primary purpose of AONB designation 
is to conserve and enhance natural beauty. In 
pursuing the primary purpose account should 
be taken of the needs of agriculture, forestry, 
other rural industries and of the economic and 
social needs of local communities. Particular 
regard should be paid to promoting sustainable 
forms of social and economic development 
that in themselves conserve and enhance the 
environment. 

‘Recreation is not an objective of designation, 
but the demand for recreation should be met 
so far as this is consistent with the conservation 
of natural beauty and the needs of agriculture, 
forestry and other uses.’
  
AONB status means that Nidderdale is one of 
the country’s finest landscapes, and national 
planning policy confirms that AONBs share the 
highest level of protection alongside National 
Parks. The Countryside and Rights of Way Act 
of 2000 requires that ‘all relevant authorities 
shall have regard to the purpose of conserving 
and enhancing the natural beauty of the area of 
outstanding natural beauty’. 

The special qualities of the AONB 
The AONB’s landscape is diverse, full of  
contrasts and rich in wildlife. The scenery to 
the west is dominated by heather moors that 
contain some of the most famous grouse shoots 
in the country.  The AONB’s moorlands also 
provide endless opportunities for enjoying the 
countryside. 

To the east, as the landscape broadens and 
flattens, is a softer more pastoral landscape 

with historic parks & gardens and great country 
houses including Swinton Castle, and the 
Fountains Abbey World Heritage Site.   

The AONB’s special qualities have been 
strongly influenced by past generations. The 
remains of 19th century mines and quarries, 
and the dams and reservoirs constructed by 
the water industry, are still prominent in the 
landscape. Earlier phases of activity define 
the form of settlements, transport routes and 
field patterns.  The historic environment is a 
key feature of natural beauty. The following 
account summarises special qualities under 
three headings: landscape, natural environment 
and cultural heritage:  

Landscape
The moorland plateau landscape is 
characterised by an exhilarating feeling of 
openness, elevation and exposure. Most of 
this landscape is accessible to walkers. The 
gritstone geology that underlies the AONB’s 
moorland plateau outcrops in places to form 
crags that overlook river valleys. Elsewhere 
gritstone has formed striking weathered tors in 
places like Brimham Rocks. It is widely used as 
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a building material, creating an appearance of 
unity and harmony in the landscape.

Farming is the dominant feature of the 
grassland plateau to the east of the moorland 
line. Farmsteads, often associated with small 
broad leaved woodlands, are distributed across 
a landscape that is dominated by the strong 
and regular grid pattern formed by drystone 
walls.

The transition between the upland plateau 
and the gently rolling landscapes that merge 
with the Vale of York, as well as the difference 
between the moorland plateau and the 
enclosed valleys, creates a landscape that is full 
of distinction. The dale and valley landscapes 
are enclosed and pastoral with meadows, 
woodlands, stone villages and parklands. Water 
is a key feature – in rivers and streams and in 
the AONB’s 12 reservoirs with their elaborately 
constructed dams, spillways, reservoir lodges 
and aqueducts that date from the 19th and 20th 
centuries.	

Natural environment
Most of the AONB’s moorlands are 
internationally important for conservation. 
They form part of the North Pennines Special 

Protection Area. Diverse and species-rich 
mosaics of dwarf shrub vegetation interspersed 
with native broad leaved woodland in gills on 
the edges of the moors dominate the scenery, 
turning the moors purple in August. They 
support strategically important populations 
of birds including merlin, golden plover and 
redshank along with regionally important 
concentrations of other species such as curlew 
and lapwing that breed in the meadows 
and pastures. Their calls in spring fill the 
landscape. Reptiles including adder, slow worm 
and common lizard are locally frequent, and 
there are still areas of flower-rich meadows 
on the grassland plateau alongside fields that 
have been improved to produce silage crops. 
Species-rich examples also occur in areas 
formerly given over to lead mining where 
characteristic plants like spring sandwort and 
mountain pansy thrive. Ancient broad leaved 
woodlands dominated by oak and carpeted 
with bluebells in spring clothe the sides of the 
valleys, while alder forms extensive areas of 
wet woodland alongside river and streams. 
Otters and water voles are regularly recorded 
here and river lampreys are widespread.

Cultural heritage
The Fountains Abbey & Studley Royal 

World Heritage Site is the most renowned 
representative of an extensive network of 
designed landscapes including Hackfall, a 
string of parklands overlooking the Wharfe 
in the south of the AONB and many non-
designated gardens, orchards and parks that 
have been identified and recorded in recent 
years.

The AONB’s 14 Conservation Area villages 
contain many Listed Buildings, many 
associated with the area’s industrial past that 
was dominated by mining, quarrying and 
textiles. The development of the water industry 
in the 19th century has left a legacy of huge 
and imposing gritstone reservoir dams in an 
upland setting where numerous field barns and 
farmsteads combine to form a characteristic 
scene.

Features of the moorland landscape associated 
with grouse shooting, such as shooting lodges 
and butts, track ways and stone gateposts are 
also important components of cultural heritage.       
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Fishermen on Fewston Reservoir © Paul Harris
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