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Wandlebury in Danger – What on earth is going on? 

by Julia Napier 
 

This story begins in August 2014, when I was assessing the progress of work near Copley Hill. 
On two separate occasions walkers asked me “Why are trees being felled in Wandlebury, and 
in the spring?” A week or two later, I had occasion to take some more leaflets to the office. I 
asked about the trees. Philip Robson, a new manager, said that, for the moment, no more trees 
would be felled. There was a new landscape plan by ‘the person who designed the Backs’ [sic]. 
Wandlebury nature reserve was to be managed by contractors. Two ‘outside experts on 
conservation’ had agreed to advise, and there would be a general announcement of the new 
plans in a year or so. Meanwhile, a ‘Dawn to Dusk’ biodiversity survey was planned for 18th 
October. This will strike most readers as a strange time of year to begin a serious project. 
These experts were/are Ros Aveling, Deputy Chief Executive of Fauna and Flora International, 
and Roger Mitchell, Chairman of the Cambridge Conservation Forum. It seemed to me that 
these were the people whom you might involve in a biodiversity survey of East Anglia, not a 
small local wildlife haven.  
 
Philip Robson promised a statement, deadline 1st October. When I rang to remind him, he said 
the plans would be announced in a year or so. I published a few lines of warning in the October 
Newsletter. Page 6. (Mistake. Ros Aveling is Deputy Chief Executive of Fauna and Flora 
International.) I received more information from outside contacts. On 20th November, I sent a 
summary of what I had learned to all the Friends for whom I have email addresses, (Do I have 
yours?) and other wildlife lovers. The Head Ranger, Jon Gibbs, and the Assistant Rangers, 
Nick Beale and Claire Scott had been told ‘their jobs were no longer secure’, and they would be 
expected to leave their accommodation on the hill. Work at Wandlebury and Coton would be 
done by contractors, who would not, of course, be there after hours to deal with emergencies 
such as trees falling in a  storm. Without the rangers on site after office hours, anyone could 
come and drive 4 x 4s over the lawn and meadows, cut the cattle fences, steal the sheep, raid 
the machine store, light fires for picnics, help themselves to logs of wood, and more. The 
response came immediately in emails and phone calls from people who liked Wandlebury as it 
was, and in particular from astonished CPPF members who had heard nothing about these 
plans at their AGM on 15th October 2014.  
 
With the help of the Cambridge News, this worrying information has reached many more 
people. Judging by the subsequent stream of letters criticising CambridgePPF management, 
and the total absence of independent letters expressing a contrary view, the long CPPF 
explanations have failed to convince either members or the public. Simultaneously, I learned 
that people who rent or own houses on Wandlebury Hill were extremely concerned about what 
was happening. Dozens of people from all over Cambridgeshire and beyond wrote, emailed or 
rang CambridgePPF without any obvious effect. 
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The Cambridge Preservation Society was set up in 1928 to protect Cambridge from the 
uncontrolled expansion which endangered the nature of the city. A number of important old 
buildings were acquired in order to  save them from destruction. The farmland at Coton was 
bought to protect the western approach to Cambridge. In 1954, the Wandlebury Estate seemed 
likely to go to developers. The last owner, Terence Gray, gave CPS the grounds and the historic 
buildings within the Ring, and Cambridge people raised the money to buy the rest of the 110 
acre estate, in order to maintain to the peace and beauty of its trees, woods and meadows.  
 
In 2009 the Cambridge Preservation Society was ‘relaunched’ in the Guildhall, with a new 
name and a new logo. What was not said was that the charity was radically changing 
direction. Some time around 2009, Carolin Gohler sent me a Draft Plan for Wandlebury. It 
stressed the need to attract many more people to the site. More educational courses were 
required, more events and activities. The Cambridge Preservation Society should play a bigger 
part in the city and ‘must resonate with the people of Cambridge’. I replied that with 100,000 
visitors annually, Wandlebury already had half as many visitors as Anglesey Abbey. More 
people would lead to more trampling and damage. A much larger car park would be needed for 
which dozens of trees would have to be felled near the entrance. (Note the repeated denials.)    
I pointed out that it was hard to make money with small fund-raising events, and that a lot of 
money could be lost on large scale events; something that Robin Pellew found when he was 
CEO of the National Trust for Scotland. (See website for Scots Herald,15th February 2005.) I 
wrote that educational activities though desirable did not make a significant profit. Carolin 
Gohler did not reply. CPPF Accounts for 2014 showed a loss.  
 
Unfortunately, in the last few months it has become clear that no matter what members and 
other wildlife lovers say, the management are set on the following course. 
 
• Wandlebury is apparently no longer  important as a wildlife reserve. (Robin Pellew to a 
member.) 
• It is much more important as the best iron age site in Cambridgeshire. (Philip Robson in a 
letter to me.) 
• Coincidentally, English Heritage now claim that the Ring ditch is in danger from tree roots 
and shrubs, so last year English Nature gave £24,000 to CambridgePPF in order to fell an initial 
80 or so trees round the iron age ditch. Previous assessments (see Heritage at Risk website) 
did not consider the trees a problem. Some think the scrub cover can prevent damage from 
erosion, if cut back periodically, and tree roots can hold the banks together. (Goal posts have 
been moved.) 
• However, regardless of protests by nearby residents, 16 trees were felled on 10th March 
2014, well into the bird nesting season. It is claimed that the trees were diseased and an 
immediate danger to the public, but 11 trees were shown by an arboricultural consultant to be 
perfectly healthy. Three trees were active bat roosts. The Wildlife Crime Officer for 
Cambridgeshire visited the site, but felt unable to take effective legal action.  
• On 9th February, the dismissal of the Rangers, who are essential to maintain the wildlife of 
the site, was confirmed and they were told to take ‘Gardening Leave’ at once. Two of the three 
Assistant Rangers have also left. The reserve is now managed by unqualified office staff. New 
part time ‘Wardens’ are being recruited. For £7 85 an hour, their job is to greet visitors, answer 
questions, and ‘maintain the safety of visitors’, litter pick and clean the lavatories. They need not 
have any qualifications in ecology or First Aid. They must maintain confidentiality: a classic 
gagging clause. 
•  By contrast, this ‘small, local charity’ has a startling number of managers and well paid 
senior staff. 60% of income goes on salaries but when I asked to see the pay scale, I was 
refused. The Finance Officer said ‘No one receives more than £60,000’.  
• Educational activities, although not mentioned in the Memorandum and Articles of 
CambridgePPF, are seen as of prime importance and Frances Cooper was recently made 
Education Manager. Salary unknown. More voluntary teachers are being recruited.  
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• 2015, like 2014 and 2013 will result in a predicted deficit of well over £24,000. 
• CPS owned two houses in Orchard Street. One has been sold and the other, Number 10, is 
about to be sold. These two late Georgian cottages were given to the society in order to 
preserve the pretty old terrace. Now the family silver is being sold in order to pay for expensive 
new offices and perhaps a café, which could only be run at a substantial loss. 
• The justification for this increase in managerial jobs, and the dismissal of the Rangers 
appears to lie in the housing developments in south Cambridge. Robin Pellew stated that the 
inhabitants of 33,000 new houses would pour into Wandlebury. 
• CambridgePPF publicity does not mention the new 120 acre country park at Great Kneighton 
and the 145 acre country park at Trumpington Meadows. In addition, plans appear to be under 
way for a watery ‘Urban Park’ at the Cambridge Lakes on Brookside. Other very interesting 
schemes for wildlife havens are planned for the northern fringe of Cambridge. 
 
Protest Meeting 26th January 
At a meeting in Stapleford Pavilion attended by over 180 people, 60 members and 65 non-
members signed a petition to CPPF, which was virtually ignored. On 10th March, no fewer than 
163 members submitted an appeal for an Extraordinary General Meeting. If you have not heard 
this story before and want to receive news of developments, please send an email to 
frrfdjin@freebie.net. 
 
Why is this newsletter all about Wandlebury? 
Because three excellent people have been treated very badly and sacked, for reasons that do 
not make sense. A haven for people and wildlife is threatened with unsuitable developments not 
understood or wanted by its owners, the members. The management has been at great pains to 
conceal its plans, and has only now been forced to call a sort of catch-up AGM on 23rd March, 
at 6.30pm in the Cambridge Union Society’s Debating Chamber. Several people, including me, 
were not members for a variety of reasons, but we joined in order to attend this meeting and the 
EGM. We have been sent letters saying that members are only admitted by the Board of 
Trustees, which meets four times a year. This is indeed in the constitution of CPPF. I belong 
to half a dozen major wildlife charities. They have never been so picky! 
 
A Sign of the Times 
This time last year Bill Clark, Warden of Wandlebury from 1973 – 1997, was effectively evicted 
from his home in Gog Magog House, on the stables yard. He was told that he would prefer the 
modern bungalow on the noisy A1307, for an equivalent rent. This has seriously affected his 
health, and he and his wife, Wendy, have been told they can stay in their home of over 20 years 
for the time being. Natalie Yates, a Trustee who is in charge of publicity, told me Bill and Wendy 
had received a letter assuring them that they could stay indefinitely. I asked for a copy. It has 
not arrived. 
 
Bill Clark has not wanted publicity for himself, but hearing people say that Wandlebury was not 
important for wildlife and did not need special care, he sat down and typed out his Species Lists 
for the site, with a preface which tells you without false modesty, how he became the expert that 
he is, and how he changed Wandlebury to be the wildlife refuge it is and, we hope, will remain 
so. I have never seen a list which tells you in English and Latin where things are, and why, and 
whether they are doing better or worse and why. I hope you enjoy it. 
 
What I have written here represents only my own views.  
I am happy to correct any mistakes. 
 
Julia Napier, 17th March 2015 
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Our Thanks to the Cambridge Conservation Volunteers 
For over ten years our work parties have depended on Iain Webb giving up a large part of his 
Sunday, often starting at 7.0am to brush cut an area ready for raking up. However, this was 
hard on his family, and it is time for a change of plan. So as I announced in the last newsletter, 
we have had to give up winter work parties, which I find quite a relief. I said we would just have 
to find another way of getting things done. Almost by return, someone (Who? Please remind 
me.) wrote to say that the Cambridge Conservation Volunteers had vacant dates after February. 
On Sunday 15th March, Tamsin Walker brought 7 volunteers to the Roman Road at Mount 
Farm. I joined them at lunch time with fruit cake, praises for their efforts and a camera. (See our 
website, in due course.) When you read this the CC volunteers will have returned on Sunday 
22nd, finished clearing the verge and cut back the clematis in the hedge. Untreated, it will of 
course regrow, so the plan is for Bernard Hunt to return once new growth has appeared, and 
treat it again. The intention is to create a length of rough grass which could gradually become 
more floristically interesting. With thanks to Louise Bacon, Veronica Bell, Colin Campbell, 
William Cathermole, Helen Chubb, Carolin Dellahooke, Amy Dent, Richard Fowling, Vince Lea, 
Sharolyn Parnham, Anthony Parry-Jones, Clive Tregaskis, David Watkins, Tamsin Walker and 
William Young. With their help, we shall be able to mow and rake off at Mutlow Hill as well.  

 
Increased Subscription - £15   
Since 2011, Elfrida Heath and I have run various fund-raising events, with extra help last year 
from Anna Barnes. This extra money has made it possible to clear invasive clematis from 
Mutlow Hill, and open the way for reseeding with Upright Brome. We have transformed the 
verge of the Roman Road near Copley Hill, and made a start on the very overgrown verge near 
Mount Farm. However, these fund raising events do take a great deal of time and energy, and 
we cannot count on booking the Cambridge Conservation Volunteers for all the work that needs 
doing. I very much hope that members will accept an increase of £5 in the annual subscription. 
It will make the planning of conservation work a little less hand to mouth.  
   Subscriptions are payable on 5th April 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Annual General Meeting. 7.15 for 7.30pm, Wednesday April 22nd 2015 
Our next AGM will be held in the Six Bells Public House, High Street, Fulbourn. CB21 5DH 

All welcome. Members free. Non-members £3.   
 

  How to make a Butterfly Haven 
Restoring Chalk Grassland in the Grounds of a School in Brighton 

 

Our Guest Speaker will be Dr Dan Danahar, an outstanding teacher from the Dorothy 
Stringer High School, a comprehensive school in Brighton, where he is the Biodiversity Co-
ordinator. He is the 2011 winner of the Stamford Raffles Award for contributions towards the 
advancement of biodiversity education. He has converted an ordinary-looking school campus in 
Brighton into an extraordinary network of chalk grassland, aquatic and woodland habitats and, 
working with Butterfly Conservation, has advised on improvements in other similar chalk 
grassland places in Sussex. 
___________________________________________________________ 
 

Thank you very much to everyone for your continued support. 
 
Julia Napier, Secretary 
30a Hinton Avenue   
Cambridge, CB1 7AS  
tel: 01223 213152       
email: frrfdjin@freebie.net      

    www.frrfd.org.uk   


