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Lake District authority accused of turning
region into ‘theme park’
Angry protests follow move to resurface cycle path and refusal to ban 4x4s on farm trails
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Campaigners say using tarmac would compromise the historic and rural character of Lake
District’s path. Photograph: Jamie Smith/Alamy Stock Photo
The authority responsible for the Lake District has become the focus of angry protest from
residents and campaigners over accusations that it has turned the region into a theme park.
Keswick town council passed a historic and unanimous vote of no confidence against the
Lake District National Park Authority (LDNPA) over its decision to resurface a path to make
it more accessible to cyclists. Keswick represents almost 20% of the population of the Lake
District.
The unprecedented vote in Keswick follows a series of disagreements between the park
authority and local councillors, residents and campaigners, with the latter claiming that
commercial interests are being put ahead of the needs of people who live and work in the
community.
Five days ago senior leaders at the park authority voted against a ban on recreational off-road
vehicles which devastate farm tracks, churning up soil and exposing the bedrock beneath,
leaving them impassable to farm traffic.
The park’s rights of way committee voted to continue to allow 4x4s and trail motorbikes to
use two lanes across farmland left to the trust by the author Beatrix Potter.

The latest dispute focuses on the reinstatement of a foot and cycle path from Keswick to
Threlkeld which was destroyed by Storm Desmond in 2015.
Friends of the Lake District claims that using tarmac along the former railway line will
compromise the historic and rural character of the route and make it more dangerous to use in
icy weather.
Lorayne Wall, the planning officer for Friends of the Lake District, said the LDNPA had
granted planning permission to the project, for which it is also the developer, despite clear
opposition from local residents and politicians over the choice of surface.
“We are asking for a more natural or natural-looking surfacing, similar in nature to the type
of surfacing already used along much of the route and visually more in-keeping with the
surroundings,” she added.
The decision to oppose a ban on off-road vehicles on farm trails was made despite an online
petition of 300,000 signatures and pleas from the local community, the trust and the
International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICMS), which advises Unesco on protecting
world heritage sites such as the Lake District.
Councillor Tony Lywood, who is also a board member of the park authority, said it was
pursuing policies that are damaging to the beauty of the area.
“The fact that this largely unelected and unaccountable body can now even consider zip wires
over Thirlmere [a plan that was abandoned last year], 4x4s in Little Langdale, gondolas
[cable cars] up to Whinlatter and now a scarring four-mile-long strip of tarmac beneath
Blencathra is deeply concerning.
“As someone said at the Keswick town council meeting, ‘This is the Lake District National
Park not the Lake District Theme Park,’” he added.
Lywood called for the authority to be democratised with elected members, allowing those
with senior positions to be held accountable for their actions.
The vote has no official implications for the authority, but Richard Leafe, the chief executive,
said he was deeply disappointed, and insisted the decision on how to rebuild the former
railway line had been taken after full consultation.
In a blogpost on the park authority’s website, Leafe wrote: “We have listened to users from
the start of this project and will continue to do so. All of this has led to the successful start of
work to rebuild the track, repair and replace damaged bridges and reopen a tunnel.
“It is very disappointing then that we don’t enjoy whole hearted community support. This is a
once in a lifetime opportunity to create a route that is truly accessible for all.
“All these issues and more have been debated and carefully considered during the lengthy
three-year gestation of the project. Now is not the time to reopen this debate, but to get on,
build it and realise the many public benefits it will bring.”

