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ALSTON MOOR COMMUNITY PLAN 2018 
 

 

SECTION 2: WORKING AND CONTRIBUTING 
 

(a) The economy and its challenges 
 

A Area of focus 

For a community to thrive and survive, it must have a sustainable economic base – a way for 

local people to earn money within or reasonably close to the area,  and for retail and 

service businesses to be supported by local and visitor custom.  Alston Moor’s economy 

was built on mining and associated businesses, but these major employers closed during the 

late 19th and 20th centuries, and the largest employers now employ a small fraction of the 

numbers that formed the workforces then.   

 

Nonetheless, Alston Moor HAS survived as a community, with a rather different economic 

base from that of earlier times.  Small businesses provide services (hairdressers, garages, 

etc), retail (food, crafts, etc), hospitality (pubs, bed and breakfast, self-catering lets, hotels); a 

number are employed in our public services (medical and social care, education); some now 

take advantage of technology to work remotely in businesses based elsewhere or running 

their own online business from home; some people work away from Alston Moor, travelling 

daily.  Resourceful and innovative people earn a living and spend money on Alston Moor.    

 

However, there are signs that all is not well.  To some extent this is a nation-wide pattern, 

with high streets everywhere experiencing the impact of online shopping and advertising.  

Our situation reflects that national issue, but as a small community it has perhaps a more 

worrying outcome. The Town Benchmarking Report 2017 reported that 41% of businesses 

in Alston said that their turnover had decreased over the previous year and 35% expected 

turnover to decrease over the coming year.  

 

During 2018, Alston Moor, and Alston itself especially, experienced particular difficulties 

with long and difficult road closures owing to planned roadworks and water and gas supply 

upgrading.  Our geographical position, lack of easy alternative routes, and narrow local 

roads all led to great difficulty for those businesses reliant on people being able to access 

them. This experience highlighted the need to ensure as solid an economic base as possible 

so that problems such as these can be weathered despite short-term economic downturn. 

 

Keeping a range of diverse and interesting shops and artists’/craftworkers’ open studios is 

understood as essential to maintaining the attractiveness of Alston Moor as a visitor 

destination as well as for the community.  Our reputation for workers’ co-operatives and 

social enterprises has been useful and could be built on.  It is also important to keep the 

area looking attractive – the Townscape Heritage Project has improved the ‘look’ of Front 
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Street but more is needed, and there are ongoing concerns, at the time of writing (2018) 

about the reinstatement of the street’s famous cobbles and the plans for the redesign of the 

street. 

 

The difficulty of running small businesses in a small community, of ensuring their viability, has 

led some business-owners to suggest that there should be ongoing help with business rates 

and council tax.  Alston Moor does benefit from Eden District Council’s decision not to 

charge business rates for micro-businesses.  

 

A problem that many are all too aware of is the fact that all banks have now closed and 

there is only one ATM (cash machine) available, and that is not in the town centre but at 

Townfoot.  Not all businesses are able to take cards, and nor are card payments always 

practical or appropriate (particularly for very small purchases).  This undoubtedly deters 

some potential ‘en route’ tourists who may not be staying locally but would stop and 

purchase a coffee or a postcard, and perhaps more if they could get some cash.  The post 

office is available to provide cash for the customers of some banks during its opening hours, 

but this is not an adequate solution.  Also, businesses need to be able to pay in cheques and 

currently many must travel to the nearest branch of their bank or rely on the post.  The 

lack of a local bank is also a disincentive for business start-ups. 

 

B. What is needed 

One thing everyone on Alston Moor can do is to support local businesses. Of course we all 

use shops and services elsewhere at times and for a wide range of different products, but 

spending our money locally as far as possible is an easy and straightforward way of 

supporting the local economy. 

 

However, it has long been recognised that many of our shops and pubs would not survive 

without the boost given to them by visitors.  Section 2(c) Developing our tourism economy 

below focusses on the tourism economy, and support from local people for the work of 

those in that sector or needing support from visitors would be a useful way to encourage 

this means of ensuring our healthy economy.  The need to encourage new businesses and 

employment is covered in Section 2(b) Working: employment and self-employment below. 

 

Alston Moor Business Association represents many of the businesses on Alston Moor and 

can push for their interests (including in relation to business rates and council tax) with 

councils and government.  Ensuring that the issues of rurality are clearly understood is 

obviously important. 

 

The lack of an ATM/cash machine in the centre of Alston is well-understood as a problem.  

Both the Co-op and the Post Office have expressed an interest in providing such a machine 

(internally in the case of the Co-op, with its relatively long opening hours, externally in the 

case of the Post Office).  Decisions on such installations are not down to local management, 
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but to national and regional offices, and, in the case of the Post Office, provision is by the 

Bank of Ireland who do not currently have plans to roll out further ATMs. 

 

Given that mainstream banks have chosen to close their Alston Moor branches, it is unlikely 

that we could persuade any of them to re-open.  A number of people locally bank with the 

Cumberland Building Society, which is a mutual and has a fine record of supporting 

communities in Cumbria.  It has been suggested that although it has not as yet responded 

positively to the suggestion that they open a branch on Alston Moor, members presenting 

motions at the AGM might result in such a branch in the long term.  A mobile bank has also 

been suggested, as operates in some rural areas. 

 

The Alston Moor office of the Credit Union is unfortunately closing, apparently because it is 

not seen as a worthwhile office, having relatively low footfall.  This is a blow at a time when 

the need for a source of small loans is becoming more and more necessary and it becomes 

harder to get such loans through banks 

 

C. Potential actions 

 

 What could be done in 2019/20? Who might do this, and how? 

2a1 Devise new ways to encourage local 

people to use local businesses, possibly by 

a reward or discount system  

AMBA, Alston Moor Parish Council, 

groups of town centre shops and pubs 

2a2 Promote business interests with all 

relevant bodies, emphasising the 

particular needs of rural businesses 

AMBA 

2a3 Those already banking with the 
Cumberland Building Society to propose 

motions to the AGM to open a (full- or 

part-time) branch on Alston Moor.  

Others opening accounts with the CBS to 

increase the numbers. 

Current Cumberland Building Society 
members.  Anyone considering opening a 

bank account! 

2a4 Explore the possibility of a mobile bank 

visiting Alston Moor 

Identify where the nearest mobile bank 

provision is and which bank it is provided 

by.  Small group? 

2a5 Keep in touch with the Co-op 

management, and the Post Office 
organisation, about installing cash 

machines internally (Co-op) or externally 

(PO) 

This is a matter of keeping them aware of 

our wishes.  AMPC writing regular 
(quarterly?) letters? 

 

 

 

 

(b) Working: employment and self-employment 
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A Area of focus 

Everyone needs an income, and, for the majority of adults below pension age, that means 

employment or self-employment.  Hence it is crucial that Alston Moor can provide adequate 

opportunities for employment and self-employment.  Our geographic position means that, 

for a high proportion of the local population, that employment needs to be on Alston Moor, 

although there are, and will continue to be, many who work some distance away. 

 

Businesses that employ some people would be a great boost for Alston Moor, as would 

small self-employed businesses which help create a lively and interesting economy that 

attracts others to live and work here, or visit to take advantage of interesting shops and 

activities. 

 

We also know that when there are many empty shops, there is a sense among residents, 

potential residents, visitors and potential visitors that the area is not worth attention, that it 

is ‘run down’, leading to a downward spiral.  The work through the Townscape Heritage 

Project to improve our shop fronts has certainly helped to make Alston more attractive but 

there are empty shops and a need to find ways to make the area more productive, 

employed and busy.  

 

While the recent growth in the game-shooting industry has provided employment, there is 

also concern that it causes a downturn in access and biodiversity, both of which are 

important to the local economy and visitors.  

 

B. What is needed 

Many people believe that, given the possibilities opened up by digital technology, it should be 

possible to attract people here to set up businesses, from single-person enterprises to those 

employing a number of people.  The problem is that the potential entrepreneurs and 

innovators do not know we exist and do not realise the quality of life they could have on 

Alston Moor while earning money from a successful enterprise.  Finding ways to get 

ourselves better known, enabling people around the country to know about our 

community, is important in our future planning. 

 

While conventional retail outlets may not be able to survive at a time when people buy so 

much online, there is no doubt there are possibilities for the empty shops on Front Street. 

The Town Benchmarking Report 2017 says that 81% of Alston’s shops are unique (17% 

higher than the small towns average) and we could build on that. The reputation Alston 

Moor already has for its craftworkers and artists may indicate that further specialist craft 

shops might strengthen the local ‘brand’.  Other suggestions include a brewery and a 

winebar with food, and other innovative uses of shop fronts might be found. What is agreed 

by everyone is that a large national chain outlet would not be good for Alston Moor, as it 

would inevitably lead to the closure of small businesses and swamp the character of the 

place. 
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It is important that new jobs are properly set up, and not merely minimum wage in the long 

term (although it is understood that new start-ups may not initially be able to pay anything 

more, and of course if businesses are not well-supported by local trade, higher wages will 

not be possible).  It is well-known that living in a rural area is expensive, given the cost of 

travel, the sometimes higher cost of basic necessities than might be available in a city etc, 

and it is essential that a low wage economy is not something to be expected and accepted. 

 

The possibility of an outdoor farmers’ market or similar has support from a number of 

people across Alston Moor but would need some thought and organisation.  Assuming the 

work on Front Street includes, as is currently intended, an area that could be used as a 

market, this could be established as a regular event.  Of course, as with other retail 

businesses, unless such markets are well-supported by local people, they will not survive.   

 

The need for apprenticeships for young people has been mentioned in Section 1(b) A 

community for young people but deserves reiteration here, as it is an important aspect of the 

future economy we hope for.   

 

C. Potential actions 

 

 What could be done in 2019/20? Who might do this, and how? 

2b1 Devise a programme of press releases, 

approach journalists in all media, to 

‘advertise’ Alston Moor as a good place 

to set up business including diverse 

relevant information 

AMPC, AMBA, perhaps a group set up 

specifically to do this?  Interest people 

across the country, make clear all the 

services and support available.  Devise a 

package of support for anyone interested, 

regarding accommodation, etc etc.  

Needs to be well-planned with a 

programme of things over a year or so. 

2b2 Discuss with existing craftspeople and 

artists about ways their work can be 

promoted, and encourage others to move 

here and establish outlets 

Art Group, AMP, AMBA, others? 

2b3 Establish what businesses might be 

wanted by current residents – various 

ideas mentioned include a greengrocers, 

clothes shop, garden centre with café, 

farm shop. 

A ‘fantasy-shopping’ event?  Volunteer 

group to organise.  Involve young people 

in such discussion and brainstorming. 

2b4 Establish a regular (monthly or fortnightly 

during the summer?) farmers’ market or 

similar 

AMBA, AMPC, volunteer group; and good 

support from local residents 
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(c) Developing our tourism economy 
 

A Area of focus 

Tourism has, at least since Victorian times, been an important element in the economy of 

Alston.  Where once visitors came for the thrill of a boat trip along the Nent Force Level, 

now our visitors come to walk, to cycle on the C2C and other routes, to experience the 

landscape and communities of the North Pennines, to explore our mining history, to travel 

on the South Tynedale Railway and to visit some of our renowned artists and craft workers. 

 

Many businesses on Alston Moor focus specifically on visitors – hotels, guest houses, bed 

and breakfast places , self-catering provision, and visitor attractions, for example.  Many 

others rely on the income from visitors as part of their annual turnover – such as shops, 

craft workers, artists’ studios, pubs and cafés.   

 

In order to maintain a good income from tourism, we need to ensure that we adapt to 

changing interests and needs.  At the same time, it is essential that tourism does not 

overwhelm aspects of the Alston Moor community.  Some feel that the number of holiday 

lets and holiday/second homes has contributed to making local housing unaffordable for 

local people and further increase in this aspect of the market is seen as a threat.   

 

Despite the income, some residents see tourism as a downside of living here and question 

the viability of the larger heritage projects.  In reality, the economy is unlikely to find a 

different way forward and having established a number of businesses dependent on visitors, 

it is essential that we ensure their future.  Part of this will be good marketing.  

 

B. What is needed 

To ensure a range of future visitors, the area must provide, and promote, a range of 

opportunities which will attract visitors, and ensure that they tell others it is a good place to 

visit (word of mouth being one of the best methods of advertising).  The provision – both 

accommodation and activities/sites – must be appropriate for the local community as well as 

working well for visitors. 

 

Some of the recreational activities that people come for require more than just the 

existence of a landscape in which they take place.  Footpaths, which were once well-

maintained through East Cumbria Countryside Project and the County Council, no longer 

have adequate funding as a result of national cuts, and so are reliant on landowners and 

supportive local volunteer groups.  Existing walk leaflets do go out of date, and new ones 

and perhaps digitally based walk guides might be devised and produced.  The C2C is signed 

across Alston Moor, but for cyclists to stay, there need to be more local cycle routes and 

hard copy or digital means to guide those using them. 

 

There are existing attractions – The Hub, South Tynedale Railway, Nenthead mines 

(through the Nenthead Mines Conservation Society open days) – and a number of others in 
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the process of development or potential development (Nenthead Chapel, High Mill),  

However, there are also suggestions of new attractions that might be particularly useful, 

such as a zipwire and a mountain bike trail at Mount Hooley.  

 

We can also perhaps make more of what we already have.  Many felt that our position as 

the highest market town in England has been inadequately promoted and could be made 

more of, possibly with development of a market (see Action 2b4). The existing agriculturally-

based events – the sheepdog trials and the agricultural/sheep show – might be developed to 

draw in more people who are not involved in farming, providing education for local and 

visitor alike.  It can be hard for those who know little or nothing of the farming way of life 

to engage with the sights and activities, but some help and guidance would add to interest 

and also help develop respect for the agriculture which shapes the landscape and much of 

the life of Alston Moor. 

 

A visitor centre has also been suggested, with both High Mill and the old foundry site being 

mentioned as potential sites.  This would require considerable thought about what such a 

centre would contain, how this would impact on existing provision, how it would be staffed, 

etc, and to raise the funding for it. 

 

Clearly, a coherent approach to marketing, locally, regionally and nationally, and also 

internationally, as began with the Vieille Montagne Conference in 2016, is needed.  As we lie 

outside the main part of the Eden District Council visitor provision, and are missed from 

national campaigns, it was felt that a strengthening of the ‘Roof of England’ brand would help 

us.  This is probably most useful as a strapline and brand for walks, sporting events, festivals 

etc, with the North Pennines as a whole being marketed as the North Pennines (giving a 

geographical branding).  This requires co-ordination within Alston Moor among the various 

providers, and across the North Pennines.   

 

Visitors from the USA are always very excited by things we take for granted – our history 

and the evidence of it in houses, the landscape, etc.  There is a real opportunity to market 

ourselves to this audience, and these would be visitors able and willing to spend money on a 

good experience and appropriate art and craft work.  We can also build on those European 

contacts related to mining history. 

 

The ‘look’ of the place is perceived as a key element in ensuring our attractiveness to 

visitors and encouraging repeat visits.  Aspects mentioned include repair of buildings, 

including shop fronts – the work of the Townscape Heritage Project was seen as a positive 

but more is needed.  There is general appreciation that the area has not been made ‘twee’, 

Some people felt that there should be more shrub and bulb planting, and hanging baskets, all 

around Alston Moor.  Some bulb planting has been done previously, and there are hanging 

baskets most summers, but they do require very frequent watering which means 

someone/some people being willing to commit to doing this.  Bulb planting requires a group 

(preferably) to raise money for, and buy, bulbs, identify a piece of land on which they can get 
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permission from the owner to plant, and then do the necessary work.  Follow-up work is 

also needed – weeding, grass-cutting, etc. 

 

The proposed Neighbourhood Plan, in its initial stages through the Parish Council at the 

time of writing, might be able to provide parameters for the future of second homes and 

holiday lets. This needs not only the work of parish and district councils, but for local 

people to participate in the consultations and contribute thoughts. 

 

C. Potential actions 

 

 What could be done in 2019/20? Who might do this, and how? 

2c1 Establish a footpath maintenance group, 

to liaise with CCC and local landowners, 

to ensure our footpath network is in 

good order; to alert CCC to major work 

needing doing 

Possible links between Walkers are 

Welcome, new Nenthead footpaths and 

wildlife group, others?  Would need to 

ensure training (may need fund-raising) 

and close working with CCC and 

landowners 

2c2 Devise digital and hard copy walk and 

cycle guides 

Possible project for funding?  AMPC, 

AMP, Walkers are Welcome, others? 

2c3 Investigate the possibility for a zipwire 

and mountain biking; liaise with 

landowner(s), raise money, implement 

Relevant landowners, originator of the 

idea, AMBA, AMP, others enthused by the 

idea 

2c4 Work with sheepdog trials and 

agricultural show organisers to develop 

information and activities to encourage 

wider attendance and enable non-farmers 

to understand and enjoy more of the 

events 

Sheepdog trials and agricultural show 

committees, interested individuals; 

possibly find small grant to pay for display 

material and leaflets 

2c5 Consider possible visitor centre if the 

High Mill project goes ahead 

AMBA – needs consideration of what 

such a centre would include, so liaison 

with EDC, AMPC, AMP and others might 

be helpful 

2c6 Marketing plan, using ‘North Pennines’ 

and ‘Roof of England’ branding 

Accommodation providers, attractions, 

AMPC, AMP; liaison with North Pennines 

AONB, EDC, Durham and 

Northumberland providers 

2c7 Bulb planting, hanging baskets etc People running shops in Alston, 

individuals – the need for committed 

hanging basket waterers!! 

2c8 Neighbourhood Plan development to 

manage the potential problems of second 

homes and holiday lets 

AMPC Neighbourhood Plan group, all 

community in consultations (if the 

Neighbourhood Plan goes ahead, it will 

have to be approved by a referendum of 

all residents, so there will be many 

opportunities to contribute) 

2c9 Marketing of Alston Moor to an 

international audience, particularly USA 

Small group – those who may benefit, 

those with contacts in the USA? 
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(d) Contributing through volunteering 
A Area of focus 

Many people on Alston Moor contribute to the community in a very wide range of ways 

through offering their time and energy to activities and projects, with no pay but often many 

other forms of reward.  These volunteers are a key part of what makes Alston Moor such a 

lively, varied and interesting place to live.  Volunteers run many of the sports clubs and 

activities, church groups, WI, League of Friends, Brownies, Nenthead Mines Conservation 

Society, parish council, Alston Moor Partnership, and so very much more.   

 

It can be hard being a volunteer.  As long as there are several people, the pressures are not 

quite so tough, but for some who find themselves as one on their own or in a team that is 

not really big enough, it is hard to take time out when one needs to, or to take on yet 

another task that suddenly presents itself.  To try, on top of that, to find new volunteers is 

often just beyond possibility.  Many (not all) volunteers are retired and cannot keep going 

forever!  There is a need for recruitment, and for involvement of more younger people.  

The need for ways to identify and recruit volunteers for both long-term and one-off tasks 

was mentioned frequently during the course of the Community Plan consultation.   

 

As well as those activities which are of value in the here and now, for people who live on 

Alston Moor today, we have voluntary activity which is of benefit for the future and for a far 

wider ‘audience’ that local residents.  The work of the various conservation groups 

(Nenthead Mines, Nenthead Chapel, et al) and perhaps most particularly our Alston Moor 

Archive, provide a resource for people in the future and internationally.  The Archive is our 

memory bank, and of great use to genealogical researchers looking for family who lived 

here, and for mine and social history researchers, as well as being of considerable interest 

to all those who live locally and who visit.  The Vieille Montagne Conference of 2016 

created links with mining companies and communities in Belgium and Italy, and this has 

established our Archive as a major voluntary enterprise of international importance. 

 

Another aspect of voluntary work is the administration of many of Alston Moor websites, 

Twitter accounts, and Facebook pages and groups.  One of the complaints is that there are 

too many and it is hard to find the relevant sites/pages/groups for what one wants.  This is a 

difficult problem, as many Facebook pages/groups are set up as single issue sites and there is 

no way of forcing individuals, even if one wanted to, to co-operate on creating a single 

site/page.  However, there is probably scope for a central website with links to all the 

various websites, Facebook groups and pages, etc, available online. 

 

B. What is needed 
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It is clear that ways need to be found to ensure that all the voluntary activity on Alston 

Moor can continue, for the benefit of local people and of visitors, now and in the future.  

This would entail some means of encouraging people to volunteer, supporting them, 

ensuring that they can be ‘matched’ to appropriate one-off or long-term projects/activities, 

perhaps researching appropriate training for certain tasks, etc.  It is unlikely that a volunteer 

could be found to undertake such a rôle, and for a paid post (perhaps one day a week) 

funding would be required to pay a self-employed contractor and cover travel and home 

office expenses.    

 

It is harder to see how the problems of social media can be addressed.  On the internet, 

volunteers have the opportunity to start websites, blogs, Twitter accounts, Facebook pages 

and groups etc as they choose, and this is of course a tremendous boost for many groups, 

causes and ideas. However, it does make things difficult for those just trying to keep up with 

what is happening on Alston Moor.  The only solution of any sort seems to be an ‘Alston 

internet central’ listing all the various Alston Moor-related sources of information available 

on the internet, with links.  This might encourage ways to keep non-computer-using people 

informed also, if there were clearer ways to identify the information of most interest to any 

individual.  Obviously such a website would need to be kept up-to-date on a very regular – 

at least twice a week – basis, and this is not straightforward, requiring as it does a 

considerable investment of time and effort.  Once again, a paid contract might be the only 

way to go. 

 

C. Potential actions 

 

 What could be done in 2019/20? Who might do this, and how? 

2d1 Identify ways to recruit and support 

volunteers, for long-term and one-off 

rôles 

AMPC, AMP, others. 

2d2 Devise a central Alston Moor internet 

resource with links to the plethora of 

Alston Moor-related online resources 

AMPC, AMP, others 
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SECTION 3: ENVIRONMENT,  FARMING, FOOD 

AND FUEL 
 

(a) Our environment, its stewardship and future 
 

A Area of focus 

We all know we live in a special area of the country, and that its character has been 

recognised in its designation as part of the North Pennines Area of Outstanding Natural 

Beauty.  It is a wonderful area, whether we go walking in it or just enjoy the views.  We are 

also aware that we are not isolated from changes happening world-wide – climate change 

and environmental damage.  As a community, we want to be part of the solution, to keep 

our area looking and ‘feeling’ good, and to contribute towards the reduction in carbon 

emissions, major reduction in single-use plastic pollution, keeping air and water pollution 

low etc.   

 

The landscape has been crafted through centuries of farming and mining, and one can read 

much of the history in the land if one knows what to look for.  It is well-understood that 

intensive use of the land damages biodiversity and we are increasingly aware of the need to 

protect and encourage biodiversity, especially in a world of climate change.  Approaches to 

land use that maximise biodiversity are clearly important, recognising that farming can be a 

force for high nature value landscape. 

 

There is also the issue of light pollution – living in an area that has some of the darkest skies 

in England, we not only enjoy the sight of stars, planets, meteors and moon ourselves, but 

host many amateur and professional astronomers, who visit from near and far.  Increasingly, 

as people light up dark areas throughout the night and install bright security lights, the clarity 

of the Alston Moor night sky is being impaired. 

 

Finding ways to generate non-polluting renewable energy locally would be one way of 

working towards a less environmentally-damaging future.  See part (d) of this section.   

 

B. What is needed 

An understanding of all that is involved in caring for our environment is an important aspect 

of how we, as a community, can ensure that we contribute to the protection of our 

landscape (and skyscape).  Everyone on Alston Moor – farmers, woodland owners, 

gamekeepers, gardeners, all of us dealing with our rubbish/recycling, making decisions about 

how we heat our homes and water, how we travel etc – is jointly responsible for our future. 

 

There is a general recognition that care for our landscape is a key issue for everyone here, 

whether farmers, people involved with tourism, or simply a local resident who enjoys living 
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a good environment.  Each of us can make some impact on the future landscape by our 

actions and by supporting moves by others.   

 

C. Potential actions 

 

 What could be done in 2019/20? Who might do this, and how? 

3a1 Create a more-informed local population.  
Understanding the issues means it 

becomes easier to put pressure on 

government, councils, statutory and 

voluntary bodies etc 

Encouragement, perhaps through AMP, 
AMBA, AMPC, of interest groups to 

produce information material.  Ideally, 

creative and innovative ways to get the 

messages across. 

3a2 Use relevant opportunities to impart 
information and knowledge about farming, 

woodland management etc 

Organisers of farming events and others.  
See 2c4. 

3a2 Campaign to encourage the use of dark 

skies compliant outside lighting and the 

changing of existing lighting which 
produces upward light pollution. 

North Pennines Astronomy Society, 

North Pennines AONB.  Neighbourhood 

Plan group regarding future  planning 
conditions. 

3a3 Investigate the possibility of getting the 

old water pumps functioning in order for 

people to refill water bottles (reducing 

single use plastic bottle use). 

CCC Front Street Development Plan.  

AMPC. 

 

 

(b) Food and its production 
 

A Area of focus 

Currently, the only food commercially produced on Alston Moor is meat, largely lamb with 

some beef.  However, many people grow vegetables and fruit in their gardens, some using 

greenhouses, conservatories and polytunnels as ways to extend the growing season and 

enable the growth of plants needing warmth.  Others keep hens for egg production and a 

few people do sell eggs locally, but not as a major income source.   

 

There is an interest in producing more for our local consumption.  Regret was expressed by 

some people that there is no longer any milk – cow’s or goat’s – produced for sale on 

Alston Moor (both having been available in the last 35 years), and others felt it was really 

important that we become more self-sufficient in vegetable and fruit production.  This 

would enable a reduction in transport costs and provide a number of possibilities of benefit 

to the community.   Several recalled that cheese had been made in Alston in the 1980s and 

wished that there were local cheese again available. 

 

Although the legal requirements for abattoirs make it very difficult, if not impossible, to 

establish one on Alston Moor, there is a considerable interest in being able to promote our 

local lamb and beef production through availability at the local butcher’s shop and in meals 
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produced in local hotels, cafés and pubs.  This happens to some extent with locally-shot 

game birds and locally-caught wild trout and salmon. 

 

B. What is needed 

Establishing a community vegetable garden could build on the work done by the Grisedale 

Community Garden volunteers, who have been tireless in re-establishing the garden there.  

There is interest in the possibility of growing food together, both for the value of vegetables 

and fruit as food and for the social value of working together on a worthwhile project.  The 

‘Incredible Edible’ project in Todmorden and its many related projects (including in Penrith 

and Hexham) use many small areas of ground throughout towns to grow vegetables, fruit 

and herbs which are tended by volunteers and available for picking by any member of the 

community.  Such a project might be able to utilise some of the patches of green space 

around Alston and Garrigill (Nenthead may be more difficult owing to the mining 

contamination). 

 

It might also be possible, if more major pieces of land were available, to establish productive 

and semi-commercial fruit and vegetable growing areas, possibly supplemented by 

polytunnels and greenhouses.  An ideal would be a plot of land near a community building, 

so produce could be used by both the volunteers and a community kitchen/café.  Should a 

particular crop be possible to grow commercially, this might be the foundation of a viable 

enterprise, possibly using renewable heat sources.  This would entail job creation and 

training possibilities. 

 

While the interest in local milk production has come from potential consumers rather than 

those who might establish a dairy, there is a national interest in micro-dairies that has grown 

over the last few years, with courses available.  As well as producing milk for sale, the 

producers might be interested in establishing a cheese-making business. 

 

Establishing the ‘brand’ of local meat might be a useful way of promoting its sale at the local 

butcher’s and its use in local food outlets.  Leaflets could e.g. explain the breeds and 

processes of hill-farming and the particular characteristics of the resulting meat, including 

the need for slaughter elsewhere.   

 

C. Potential actions 

 

 What could be done in 2019/20? Who might do this, and how? 

3b1 Investigate the possibilities for fruit, 

vegetable and herb production for 

community groups and as a commercial 

enterprise 

The Greenprint project has established a 

feasibility project to look at the 

possibilities, to report in the first half of 

2019 

3b2 Support for proposals arising from the 

Greenprint study 

Local landowners, volunteer gardeners, 

AMP for potential grant-funded work 

3b3 Investigate the possibilities for micro- Local landowners or potential landowners 
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dairying and cheese-making on Alston 

Moor 

interested in establishing a unique 

business.  Possibly a group looking to 

attract people to move and establish a 

business on Alston Moor could research 

and disseminate such information. 

3b4 Establishment of a ‘brand’, promote local 

meat to food outlets, produce leaflet or 

other material to be available in such 

outlets 

Local farmers, possibly with help and 

support from AMBA, AMP 

 

(c) The place of farming in the community 
 

A. Area of focus 

We are surrounded by land that has been, and continues to be, farmed, although of course 

parts of it have also been the site of mining in the past.  We can see the evidence of mining 

in the landscape – tailings, washing floors, levels, dams hushes – but of course the stone 

walls are a significant part of the farming landscape, as are many of the small woodlands 

(even though some of them may be relics of mining plantings) and the many dwellings – 

some ruined, some occupied – scattered across Alston Moor.   

 

Exactly how that landscape looks is now largely down to farming practices, and those are 

influenced heavily by government policies, including the subsidy regime, and the particular 

decisions made with regard to breeds and grazing practices.  Here, the majority of animals 

(sheep and cattle) are from traditional breeds.  Despite the fact that nothing of the area is 

actual ‘wilderness’, as every square inch has been managed in some way, much is semi-

natural and is home to many species of plants, insects, birds and mammals which are 

nationally rare or relatively rare. 

 

Maintaining such a landscape, with biodiversity and high nature value, appreciated by local 

people and visitors alike, requires low-intensity farming, which entails a good deal of effort 

(not least given short winter days with poor weather including high winds and snow) but 

low income.  And herein lies a major problem – the outcomes of biodiversity, flood 

prevention, clean air and water are not adequately rewarded in relation to the value they 

confer on the area and nationally. 

 

Farming also, of course, supports a wide range of other businesses, including drystone 

wallers and fencers.  Of course, farmers and those working in related businesses also use 

the shops and pubs, so all are important to the local economy. 

 

B. What is needed 

There is much that local people and visitors can do to support farmers.  Obvious ways are 

to ensure dogs are under close control (preferably on a lead) to prevent stock worrying and 

never allowing a dog to roam free.  Keeping to paths or using open access land responsibly 

is also important, particularly not climbing drystone walls. 
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It is also essential that farmers enable greater understanding of their work.  This might also 

mean helping local people understand more of what it means to farm for high nature value, 

with the hope that as voters we might want to see, and push for, effective ways of 

rewarding farmers for their efforts in maintaining and improving biodiversity.  If we value 

such work, it clearly needs to be paid for, and it is inevitable that such an approach does not 

maximise the farmer’s income through meat sales.  Payment from taxes (‘subsidies’) for 

work which is of national value seems sensible, measuring the outcomes of biodiversity, 

flood control, etc, specific to the area (rather than a ‘one size fits all’ for farmland across the 

UK).   

 

The possibility of more communication about aspects of farming at local events has already 

been mentioned under 2c4, and putting on specific farm events, enabling local people and 

visitors to see more of a particular farm and its day-to-day work would be a good way to 

assist in generally creating more awareness and understanding. 

 

Given our excellent local craft workers, crafted products recognising and promoting our 

Swaledale and Hexham Blackface sheep, Blue-faced Leicester tups and mule lambs would be 

popular with local people (as gifts for family and friends, as well as to have at home) and 

visitors alike, and further strengthen the link between farmers and the rest of the 

community.   Promoting these as specific Alston Moor products would raise their value to 

purchasers. 

 

C. Potential actions 

 

 What could be done in 2019/20? Who might do this, and how? 

3c1 Use opportunities to ensure local people 

and visitors understand why dogs should 

be under close control and drystone walls 

treated with respect (and not climbed). 

Farming community and those working 

with them at events; using opportunities 

at other events and situations, possibly 

with info in visitor accommodation.  

3c2 Put on talks and events highlighting 

biodiversity  and high nature value 

farming, promote policies 

Farmers, North Pennines AONB, political 

party local branches? 

3c3 Put on two or three farm events during 

the summers of 2019 and 2020, with 

activities, guided walks, demonstrations 

etc. 

Two or three farming families with 

volunteers willing to organise and steward 

events.  AMP? 

3c4 Develop craft items for sale, reflecting 

our farming life 

Craft workers and artists. 
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(d) Fuel and power for the future 
 

A. Area of focus 

It is recognised throughout the UK – in fact, across the world – that we must reduce our 

reliance on non-renewable fuel sources, and establish effective renewable heat and power 

generation.  We might be able to establish a community-owned renewable energy source.  

Alston Moor Community Energy (AMCE) was founded in December 2015 to work on these 

possibilities.  Several people locally have already installed solar water heating or photovoltaic 

cells on their roofs, and there are a few, mostly small, wind turbines also.  Water is 

harnessed at Nenthead for a commercial water turbine, but otherwise has not been much 

harnessed for power in modern times, despite having been the force behind the compressed 

air used with great effect by the Vieille Montagne zinc-mining company at Nenthead in the 

late 19th and early 20th centuries as well as powering small and large mills. 

 

Local investment in solar, hydro and wind power has become harder to achieve now that 

the ‘feed-in tariffs’ have been reduced, and no new applicants will be accepted after 1 April 

2019.  The installation of such sources for a specific building or group or buildings may still 

be financially viable, but producing power excess to one’s own needs, which used to be paid 

for as it was uploaded to the national grid, is no longer a financially attractive option. 

 

Biomass is another form of fuel, potentially using community woodland production to fuel 

biomass boilers, but is currently worthwhile only where there is no mains gas, and would 

require considerable planning and the willingness of homeowners to invest in such boilers.  

Heat pumps, becoming popular in some parts of the country, are not viable on Alston Moor 

because our relatively low temperatures result in a high energy need for them to run.   

 

Of course, reducing the need for fuel is an important adjunct to reducing our reliance on 

non-renewable sources.  Energy efficiency is of considerable importance on Alston Moor, 

where almost all housing stock is poor in this aspect and much could be done to improve 

the situation. 

 

Electric cars are gradually becoming more affordable and more practical for an area that 

often entails longer distance driving to reach main centres.  The possibility of a shared car 

scheme has been mooted, at least for people living in Alston itself, with one or more 

electric cars available for use by scheme members for a specified mileage rate.  Clearly this 

requires a good network of charging points, which would also enable visitors to arrive in 

electric vehicles. 

 

B. What is needed 

Further, and ongoing, work is needed to establish what forms of renewable energy can be 

used on Alston Moor, and to develop projects to establish both small and larger 

installations.  AMCE is currently developing, in partnership with Alston Moor Federation 
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governors, a scheme to install photovoltaic panels on the school in Alston, to provide for 

their own energy needs.  This will need both grant- and crowd-funding to be viable.   

 

There can be continuing and increasing installation of a range of renewable energy sources, 

and, in a field that is still relatively new and changing rapidly, it is important to ensure that 

Alston Moor is up-to-date with possibilities.  We are fortunate to have AMCE, but of 

course, as volunteers, they need ongoing support and possibly new recruits to undertake 

the research and negotiation involved. 

 

Homeowners, local landlords, providers of visitor accommodation and local businesses can 

all contribute to reducing fuel consumption by ensuring that their properties are as energy 

efficient as possible.  Insulation, double-glazing and efficient boilers are among the ways that 

greater efficiency can be achieved. Advice is available from a variety of sources, sometimes 

free for those on low incomes. 

 

For electric cars to become more widely used, one essential is a network of recharging 

points, easily known about and accessed.  Developing this infrastructure might be a project 

for local businesses. 

 

C. Potential actions 

 

 What could be done in 2019/20? Who might do this, and how? 

3d1 Support crowd-funding for AMF 

photovoltaic installation being developed 

by AMCE 

Everyone locally who is interested and 

can afford to help fund this innovative 

scheme 

3d2 Investigate the potential for further 

photovoltaic installations 

AMCE, local businesses (through AMBA?) 

3d3 Continue to investigate possibilities for 

small and large-scale renewable energy 

installations of all types 

AMCE, homeowners; advice and 

information from CAfS and others 

3d4 Ensure energy efficiency for houses and 
businesses 

Individuals; good publicity for advice 
available through various agencies 

3d5 Consider the development of an 

infrastructure of charging points for 

electric cars.  Ensuring such information is 

available. 

AMBA, AMCE; individuals making their 

own charging point available (for a fee).   

Establishing ways to add these to any local 

and national information sources.  

 

 

 


