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XNEWSLETTER 
XNo 1.      November 16, 2010 
XFighting for public green space in West Dulwichixxx xxxx 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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How many trees do you think should come down? 

A great partnership with Southwark . . . . . 

The Friends of Belair Park became a formal organisation in 1993. ItX 
has served on the cutting edge of the battle to safeguard public openX 
space. Behind us lie a long series of confrontations with the LondonX 
Borough of Southwark. Over the last few years, however, the FriendsX 
of Belair Park, and the family of organisations of which they are aX 
part,  have entered into a constructive partnership with Southwark.X 
We  have  been  grateful  in  particular  to  Southwark  officers  SharonX 
Lomas, Ursula Allison, Jon Best, Paul Highman, Anderson Springer andX 
Rebecca Towers for their unfailing support and for their very genuineX 
commitment to co-operation and specifically to ecology. Our policy isX 
to  be  as  supportive  of  today's  ecologically-aware  Southwark  as  weX 
were critical when we faced a shamefully ungreen Council. We expectX 
that the best of our relationship with Southwark is yet to come. 

. . . . . but here's an issue which has to go public.

Be that as it may, we have had a series of wake up calls that haveX 
reminded us thatXcomplacency is not an option. For example, certainX 
ideas under discussion could see tree felling or coppicing around theX 
lake. Some would prefer the plan to be worked out in private before itX 
is  taken to  the public  in  a  Council-run  meeting.  Of  course,  if  theX 
Friends went along with that, we would, in effect, have ceased toX 
exist as a meaningful body – which is unacceptable. We are concernedX 
also  about  a  drift  towards  important  decisions  about  Belair  beingX 
madeXby a few individuals  and council  officers  at  closed  meetingsX 
during theXworking day, when most people simply can't participate. 

This is your Park and the trees are your trees.

Our  job  is  to  make  sure  that  you own  the  process  through  whichX 
important  decisions  are  taken  about  a  Park  which  you  love.  TheX 
governance of public  open space is a matter forXthe community atX 
large. We will work to ensure a transparent and accountableXprocess,X 
rather than Park users  finding  themselves  faced with  fait accompliX 
decisions over which they have so little control that they are mereX 
helpless spectators. Shortly, we shall set in motion a series of publicX 
meetings in the evenings or at weekends, when the maximum numberX 
of people can, if they wish, get there and have their views heard. 

So, just what is this all about? Please read on . . . . .xxxxxxxxx 
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XIt's not only about trees, it's about community empowerment 
Xversus paternalistic, top-down local politics . . . . . . in other 
Xwords it's about your right to be treated as intelligent adults. 

XFor many years, the Friends have worked to create an ecology area 
Xdubbed the “Lakeside Walk.” Before we started, there was nothing 
Xbut amenity grass, bamboo, and trees (mostly alders) lining the bank. 
XToday,  there  is  a  broad  patch of  hedgerow with a double  line  of 
Xtrees,  and  wetland  habitat.  It  has  attracted  colourful  butterflies, 
Xdamselflies,  dragonflies  and  spiders,  amongst  other  wildlife.  Our 
Xlongstanding  project  become  a  significant  force  for  promoting 
Xenthusiastic  community  involvement  in the Park.  Young volunteers 
Xwith the Orange Rock Corps have thrown themselves into project and 
Xworld-famous DJ and record producer Mark Ronson has stood beside 
Xthe Lakeside Walk, wielded a spade, and told the TV cameras that it's 
Xcool to get stuck into eco-gardening. Also, we work closely with the 
Xinnovative  New Leaf  project,  which has achieved major success  in 
Xrehabilitating youngsters with the Southwark youth offending team.

XOn August 15, 2010, we launched an ecology management committee 
Xto  bring  together  expertise  and  to  pursue  the  development  of  a 
Xmanagement plan for the Park. We have brought in academics from 
Xrespected institutions,  such as the British Museum Natural  History, 
Xthrough the OPAL project to survey wildlife. We invited all interested 
Xparties  to  participate  in  our  committee,  which  would  bring  the 
Xprocess  of  Park management  to a  sharp focus  at  public  meetings, 
Xwhere local residents could discuss their concerns about their Park. 
XWe would consider the future of lakeside trees, for example, on a 
Xtree-by-tree basis. After hearing various speakers and being able to 
Xparticipate in discussions, the  public would be able to make informed 
Xchoices, balancing issues about wildlife, aesthetics and amenity.

XShortly, however, a suggestion emerged that the future of the site 
Xshould  be  determined  by  a  hired  ecology  consultant,  the  public 
Xbrought in only when a plan had been drawn up, and that it should be 
Xthe  Council,  not  the  Friends  who  would  be  calling  the  meeting. 
XWhatever the motive, we could be forgiven for wondering if this were 
Xan exocet  fired at our  flagship exercise in community  ecology -  a 
Xflanking manoeuvre by those who prefer  keep a lid on community 
Xinvolvement. In any event, we intend to put up a strenuous effort for 
Xfraternalism  as  opposed  to  paternalism,  and  we  ask  Southwark 
Xofficers to support us. 

XDemocracy  is  not  a  happily-ever-after  panacea  –  it's  a 
Xrelationship that requires hard work to keep it on track.

XWe believe that input from a consultant could be very valuable, but the public must hold the reins. AnyX 
Xconsultant  would  have  to  work  sensitively  within  the  general  framework  of  the  existing  project,  notX 
Xattempt to re-start it from scratch. They must understand, for example, how the Lakeside Walk has beenX 
Xdesigned  around  numerous  massive,  long-established  woodpiles,  which  have  successsfully  encouragedX 
Xinvertebrates such as stag beetle larvae. Take a closer look at the briar patches on the site. They are notX 
Xunmanaged and neglected areas. They are actually woodpiles over which brambles and roses have beenX 
Xtrained to discourage disturbance, not least by arsonists. Again, those of us with scientific backgroundsX 
Xwill not receive a consultant's work uncritically, but will wish to assess it and have it peer-reviewed by aX 
Xrange of experts. We shall insist that the results of management work are actually monitored to gauge itsX 
Xsuccess – something that is all too rare. It is important to remember also that there is no single best wayX 
Xto manage a site for ecology. Different methods favour different kinds of wildlife. Above all, we insist, anyX 
Xconsultant must work in a way that promotes rather than stifles our successful community project.  Xxxxxxx 
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X2011– a stratagem for the 2nd decade of the 21st Century.

XThe Friends of Belair Park have always punched far above their weight, have acted as a catalyst to prompt otherX 
Xgroups into action, and have been aware of the broader picture beyond the confines of the railings and oakX 
Xpaling fence that defines the Park boundaries. Our organisation has a contribution to make at both the local levelX 
Xand in a wider world.  We have a duty to pick up the torch carried here in South London by pioneers such as AdaX 
Xand Alfred  Salter  whose  work  in  the  early  20th Century  for  public  health  and community  green space  wasX 
Xinspirational. We do not have to follow every aspect of their philosophy, which sometimes reflected the age inX 
Xwhich they lived, but we should seek to emulate and to pass on to future generations the public-spirited impulseX 
Xbehind the causes to which they devoted their lives.  

Xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx  xx  x 
XThe recent collapse of the Civic Trust, the U.K.'s umbrella body for amenity societies, underlines the fact thatX 
Xwe live in a changing world. The time has come, we believe for a re-consideration of the role of organisationsX 
Xconcerned with local affairs. This Century brings with it new responsibilities and tough challenges. There isX 
Xmuch commendable in amenity societies, particularly amongst older residents who possess a wealth of localX 
Xknowledge and an ethic of work and dedication. Sadly, however, some groups have neglected recruitment onX 
Xestates created originally as social housing, some are stuck in the mentality of the post-war building boom, andX 
Xsome simply fail to understand the sobering dangers and opportunities that lay ahead. The Friends are callingX 
Xfor a revolution around three key issues, namely ecology, education and social justice.

XAs urban infill continues apace, green open space becomes an ever more essential public resource. We must getX 
Xthe message across that ecology is not just the fringe interest of a minority of devoted wildlife enthusiasts, oneX 
Xinterest amongst many in the broader picture. Ecology campaigners are concerned with safeguarding the Earth'sX 
Xnatural life support systems, the foundations upon which all else, including the prosperity of our civilisationX 
Xdepends. That is as broad as it goes. There is no choice between people and ecology. The United Nations hasX 
Xrecognised that the well-being of human communities is linked to the health of what, to emphasise their value,X 
Xare being called “ecosystem services”.  Education will be essential if electorates are to understand enough aboutX 
Xthe world in which they live to be able to make informed choices, and to be able to distinguish real issues fromX 
Xpseudoscience, political spin and conspiracy polemic. Through its work together with the  New Leaf project,X 
Xbased beside West Dulwich railway station, the Friends are committed to social justice. Many of the youthX 
Xoffenders  passing  through  that  project  have  seized  the  opportunity  to  participate  in  positive  work  for  theX 
Xenvironment and the community, and some have become committed to that ideal. At the same time, we shallX 
Xassert our identity as a socially inclusive organisation committed to celebrating diversity and to encouraging theX 
Xpositive contributions which may be made by all sections of the community. Havin

XWe shall  pursue those Belair Park issues with broader implications through the online  Eco-Focus publicationX 
X(ecospheresproject.moonfruit.com – check it out under Earth Campaign). The  Newsletter  will deal with BelairX 
XPark from the perspective of Park users, who are concerned with Park issues in close detail. Our network ofX 
Xsupporters is growingXrapidly, and we have attracted hundreds of people. In recent years, however our  activeX 
Xmembership has fallen, because several secretaries have been thwarted through the pressure of health issuesX 
Xfrom taking a pro-activeXrole in communicating with members or in boosting membership. In order to achieveX 
Xthose goals, we shall, from 2011, make full use of internet social networking facilities. 

XMartin Heath, Vinnie O'Connell, Helen Saunders, Friends of Belair Park.       Contact: friendsbelairpark(at)hotmail.co.uk


