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Peat soils are England’s largest natural carbon store: Natural England states1 
that they store 584 million tonnes of carbon – which, if oxidised and lost to the 
atmosphere, would equate to 2.14 billion tonnes of CO2.  
 
The Centre for Ecology and Hydrology (CEH), in their most recent analysis of 
UK peat soils, states that the total area of mapped peat in England is 
1,685,827 acres (682,230 hectares), of which 1.2m acres is deep peat in 
upland areas, and 460,535 acres ‘wasted’ peat in lowland fen areas (though 
this peat is also comparatively deep and carbon-rich). English peatlands are 
currently leaking around 11 million tonnes of CO2 to the atmosphere annually, 
due to degradation of the peatland habitat.2 
 
Preventing further degradation of this peat – and encouraging its restoration 
and better management – is therefore clearly key in helping get to net zero 
and addressing the climate and ecological crises.  
 
To do so requires engaging with and influencing the owners of these peat 
soils. But who owns our peatlands – and therefore ‘who owns our carbon’ – 
has never been systematically analysed. This is the focus of this report. 
 
Mapping England’s peat 
 
A systematic analysis of peatland ownership is hampered at the outset by the 
lack of any public official map of peat soils in England: 
 

• Natural England publish maps of blanket bog (a recognised Priority 
Habitat), but this is only a subset of England’s peat soils, found mostly 
in our uplands.3  

• Natural England’s Agricultural Land Grade Classification maps give 
some indication of where England’s richest lowland peat soils are – 
with top-quality Grade 1 agricultural land invariably corresponding to 
areas of lowland ‘wasted’ peat, like the Fens; whilst poor-quality Grade 
5 land is a rough proxy for upland peat bogs. However, the maps are 
very broad-brush and haven’t been updated since 1988.4 

• Natural England’s ‘Moorland Line’ map provides an outline of land 
considered rough grazing land (typically land that’s 400m above sea 
level), but encompasses upland areas without much deep peat (such 
as in the Lake District) and again excludes lowland peat.5 

 
It turns out that there are detailed maps of England’s peat soils – but they are 
not currently publicly available. However, I was able to acquire one from 
Natural England under Freedom of Information laws. But republication of the 
data is governed by restrictive licensing, due to the fact that copyright of the 
data lies with Cranfield University. It was generated by Cranfield’s National 
Soil Resources Institute under public contract in the 1980s (as part of the 
National Soils Survey), but proprietary ownership still rests with the University. 



Getting these maps released as open data should be a priority for 
Government if they wish to better inform landowners, land managers and 
conservation bodies and see greater restoration of peat soils.6  
 
CEH’s 2019 report on the state of UK peat soils includes a static map that 
appears to derive from the same Cranfield soils dataset: 
 

 
 
Map 1: CEH’s map of peat soils, 2019. ‘Deep peats shown in brown, wasted 
peats in orange’ 
 
This matches closely with the GIS map of peat soils released to me by Natural 
England under FOI – a screenshot of which is shown below: 
 



 
Map 2: Natural England – Peat soils dataset. Contains BGS, Cranfield NSRI 
and OS data.7 
 
As the key to the map above shows, ‘deep peaty soils’ are shown in pink. 
There are a couple of differences between the two maps: Natural England’s 
GIS dataset treats Fenland soils as being ‘deep peat’, rather than categorising 
them as ‘wasted peat’ in CEH’s map; and it looks like CEH’s map doesn’t 
cover the ‘shallow peaty soils’ and ‘soils with peaty pockets’ covered by 
Natural England’s dataset. But in terms of the extent and outline of upland 
and lowland deep / wasted peats, they appear to be virtually identical. 
 
Unfortunately, the Natural England GIS file I’ve been sent contains numerous 
‘geometry errors’, making it impossible to intersect with other datasets – so I 
can’t use it to measure precisely how much peat overlaps with different 
landowners’ land parcels. Nevertheless, it remains the best guide we have to 
the approximate location of deep peat soils, so I’ve had to rely on it. I’ve 
concentrated on 3 main areas: 
 

1. The lowland peat soils of the Fenland; 
2. The upland peat soils of the Peak District, Pennines, Forest of Bowland 

and North York Moors, dominated by grouse moor estates; 
3. A few areas of deep peat outside these two categories, including 

Dartmoor and Kielder Forest. 
 
This leaves some areas of deep peat unexamined – such as the Somerset 
Levels, parts of the Dales, and the fertile peat soils of lowland Lancashire – 
but covers the major concentrations of deep and wasted peat soils. 



Mapping the owners of England’s peat soils 
 
Mapping land ownership in England is also, alas, not straightforward. This is 
partly because information on land ownership has been a closely-guarded 
secret for centuries. The Land Registry of England and Wales has still not 
completed registering all land (about 15% of land remains unregistered, 
making the official owner hard to determine), and it maintains a paywall on 
accessing registered land parcels. There are 24 million land titles registered 
with the Land Registry; with a £3 fee to find out the owner of each title, it 
would require £72m to uncover the ownership of all registered land in England 
and Wales. Furthermore, because of licensing arrangements between the 
Land Registry and Ordnance Survey, joining up maps of land parcels with 
details of who owns that land remains very tricky and laborious. 
 
However, in recent years, the Land Registry has started to release more 
ownership data openly, and I’ve been able to make use of this, along with 
other datasets, work-arounds and some online tools to map the ownership of 
English peat soils: 
 

• Under the EU INSPIRE Directive, Land and Registry and Ordnance 
Survey have been obliged to publish since 2014 a dataset known as 
‘INSPIRE Index Polygons’. These are GIS maps showing the 
boundaries of registered land parcels for the entirety of England and 
Wales. The parcels contain no information on who owns that land.  
Unregistered parcels show up as ‘holes in the map’. Until recently, 
republication of this dataset was restricted by licensing, but in July 
2020 the licensing was altered to Open Government Licence (OGL), 
meaning non-commercial republication is permitted, provided the data 
source is acknowledged. I have used INSPIRE Index Polygons to map 
many of the boundaries of peatland landowners.8  

• In late 2017 the Land Registry began openly publishing for the first time 
two large datasets – Corporate and Commercial landowners (covering 
UK-registered companies and LLPs, and other ‘corporate bodies’ – 
mainly institutional and public sector landowners); and Overseas 
Companies (covering companies registered in other countries, 
including offshore jurisdictions).9 These datasets are published as large 
downloadable database files, detailing around 3 million land parcels by 
address and landowner, but they are shorn of any maps showing the 
land in question. Joining them up with the relevant INSPIRE Index 
Polygon is made very difficult because LR and OS have removed any 
common identifier number or code (such as the INSPIRE ID number).  

• However, a number of start-up companies have signed agreements 
with LR and OS to display the Corporate & Commercial and Overseas 
landowner datasets in map form, joined up with their relevant land 
parcels, on paywalled web interfaces. One such organisation is Orbital 
Witness, which I have made use of to help uncover peatland 
landowners.10 

• Separately, some land ownership can be uncovered through referring 
to Highways Act section 31(6) maps, which are published by Local 
Authorities on their websites, often as static (raster) maps, but 



sometimes also as GIS (vector) maps. These are not comprehensive, 
and rely on the landowner having deposited a map of their estate with 
the Local Authority.11  

• Another dataset I’ve made use of is Natural England’s map of 
Environmental Stewardship agreements, showing where the land 
manager has dedicated some land to a form of stewardship in return 
for subsidies.12  

• Lastly, HMRC exempt some estates from inheritance tax if their land is 
deemed to be a ‘heritage asset’. Some grouse moor estates have 
taken advantage of this tax break. HMRC publish static maps of these 
estates on their website.13 

• I drew on all these datasets to uncover peatland landowners, stitching 
them together into a set of digitised GIS maps – rebuilding static raster 
maps as GIS maps with INSPIRE Index Polygons, alongside digitised 
Highways Act maps and Environemental Stewardship maps where 
these were available.  

 
Results: who owns our carbon? 
 
Summary results: 
 

• Around 615,000 acres of upland peat in England are owned by 101 
grouse moor estates. 

• Around 108,000 acres of lowland peat in the Fens are owned by 20 
landowners – a third of the total Fenland peat area. 

• The Duchy of Cornwall owns around 68,000 acres of peat on 
Dartmoor; the Forestry Commission owns around 135,000 acres of 
peat underlying Kielder Forest in Northumberland and Cumbria; and 
the Ministry of Defence owns around 76,000 acres of peat at Otterburn 
and Warcop. 

• Therefore, around 1,000,000 acres of England’s peat is owned by 
124 landowners. 

• CEH states the total area of mapped peat in England to be around 
1,685,827 acres; therefore, these 124 landowners own around 60% 
of the total peat soils in England. 

 
The following sections give further details of these landowners and the 
peatlands they own.  



1) The owners of lowland peat in the Fens 
 
Using the above datasets and methodology, I’ve been able to identify and 
map the owners of around a third of the peat soils of the Fens. Just 20 
landowners own 108,000 acres of the Fenland. The table on the next page 
lists them, ranked by size, with further details contained in the notes column 
and referenced endnotes. Two maps on the following pages show the land 
they own in the Fens and the location of the deep / wasted peat soils. I’ve also 
identified, but been unable to accurately map, a further 24 Fenland peat 
owners, who are listed on subsequent pages. 
 
The acreages listed for each landowner reflect the area of the polygons (land 
parcels) in the maps. In some cases, the land parcels extend beyond the 
extent of the peat shown in Natural England’s maps. I have sought to 
minimise this as much as possible, but geometry errors in the Natural England 
peat layer makes it impossible to use this to simply ‘clip’ the land parcels, 
which would allow a more precise figure. Where the landowners own land 
close to the edge of the peat layer, I have included them in the map and 
resulting area figure, not least because real-life site surveys might show NE’s 
maps to be incomplete, with peat soils extending beyond what is shown. 
 
The figure for the extent of the Fenland peat area – around 330,000 acres – 
was derived by measuring the area highlighted in yellow in the map below: 
 

 
 
Map 3: Extent of Fenland peat measured to derive total area figure of 
330,000 acres. Source: Natural England’s peat soils dataset: contains BGS, Cranfield 
NSRI and OS data.  



Landowner Acreage mapped Notes 
Cambridgeshire 
County Council 

21,397 acres This is just their land in the Fens – 
out of 35,472 acres they own across 
Cambridgeshire.14 

South Yorkshire 
Pension Authority 

12,187 acres Recently set a 2030 Net Zero goal.15 

RSPB 8,172 acres Own the Ouse Washes; Nene 
Washes; Lakenheath Fen. 

A.L. Lee Farming 
Company 

7,980 acres Farmer. Website states 12,000 
acres.16 

Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-Day Saints 
(Mormon Church) 

7,601 acres Registered to Farmland Reserve 
UK, owned by the Mormon Church. 

Norfolk County 
Council 

7,145 acres This is just their land in the Fens - 
out of 22,533 acres of their land that 
they own across Norfolk.17  

Church 
Commissioners 

5,350 acres Are carrying out a ‘natural capital 
assessment’ of their estates; have a 
2050 Net Zero goal. 

Eaubrink Farm GmBh 4,331 acres Company and land registered to a 
German firm.18  

Wildlife Trusts (Beds, 
Cambs & Northants) 

4,157 acres Own Holme Fen and other parts of 
the Great Fen, being restored.19 

Farmcare Trading 
(Wellcome Trust) 

4,038 acres Acquired by Wellcome Trust from 
Coop Farms. Wellcome refused to 
divest from fossil fuels in 2015, 
despite public campaign. 

A & E.G. Heading Ltd 3,976 acres Farmer.20 
Winchester College 3,753 acres Warden & Fellows of Winchester 

College. 
G.C. Field & Sons Ltd 3,310 acres Farmer.21 
Ramsey Estates 3,245 acres Baron de Ramsey (John Ailwyn 

Fellowes), ex-chair of the 
Environment Agency.22 

Cole Ambrose Ltd 2,814 acres Farmer.23  
Shrubhill Farms Ltd 2,616 acres Farmer.24 
National Trust 1,908 acres Own Wicken Fen, being rewilded.25 
British Steel Pension 
Fund Ltd 

1,590 acres Registered to ‘B.S. Pension Fund 
Ltd’. 

British Sugar Plc 1,216 acres  
St John’s College 
Cambridge 

1,059 acres Cambridge University recently 
pledged to divest from fossil fuels 
and reach Net Zero by 2038.26 

Total 107,845 acres  
Total area of Fenland 
peat 

c.330,000 acres  33% of the Fenland peat area is 
owned by 20 landowners 

 



 

 
 
Map 4: Fenland peat landowners, with peat shown. Contains INSPIRE Index 
Polygons: this information is subject to Crown copyright and database rights 2020 and is 
reproduced with the permission of HM Land Registry. The polygons (including the associated 
geometry, namely x, y co-ordinates) are subject to Crown copyright and database rights 2020 
Ordnance Survey 100026316. See https://use-land-property-
data.service.gov.uk/datasets/inspire#conditions. Natural England’s peat soils dataset shown as an 
underlay layer in light brown: contains BGS, Cranfield NSRI and OS data.    
 

 
 
Map 5: Fenland peat landowners, minus peat. Contains INSPIRE Index Polygons: 
this information is subject to Crown copyright and database rights 2020 and is reproduced with the 
permission of HM Land Registry. The polygons (including the associated geometry, namely x, y 
co-ordinates) are subject to Crown copyright and database rights 2020 Ordnance Survey 
100026316. See https://use-land-property-data.service.gov.uk/datasets/inspire#conditions.  



I’ve also identified the following 24 other owners of Fenland peat – I’ve not been 
able to recreate accurate maps of them, but none of them appear to own as much 
land in the Fens as the 20 mapped above. Most of them comprise agribusinesses 
and family farming firms. The Environment Agency and Internal Drainage Boards, 
both of whom own land in the Fens, are clearly of crucial importance to the future 
of Fenland peat, whose views on drainage vs rewetting and restoration will be 
critical to future decision-making. 
 

1. Environment Agency – some flood defences and washes near the major 
drains (e.g. Hundred Foot Drain and Old Bedford River). Clearly of critical 
importance to the future management of the Fenland peat. 

2. Internal Drainage Boards – own only tiny amounts of land (drainage 
ditches) scattered throughout Fens, but obviously of critical importance to 
the future management of the Fenland peat. 

3. Ely Diocesan Board of Finance – own tiny parcels of land scattered 
throughout the Fens and beyond. 

4. Farcet Fen Ltd – own drained farmland next to Wildlife Trust-owned land 
at Holme Fen/ Whittlesey Mere. 

5. Littleport Estates Ltd. https://find-and-update.company-
information.service.gov.uk/company/12661121 - PSC is Western Road 
Estates Ltd, whose PSC is Mr Yechezkel Shraga Stern, see https://find-
and-update.company-
information.service.gov.uk/company/11460059/persons-with-significant-
control.  

6. Moulton Manor Farm Ltd. Mr John Gordon Barron is listed as PSC: 
https://find-and-update.company-
information.service.gov.uk/company/00755440/persons-with-significant-
control  

7. David F Palmer is listed in Highways Act s31.6 deposits for 
Cambridgeshire as owner of fenland to the south of Ely. He appears to be 
a former director of Fenland Farmers Ltd: https://find-and-
update.company-information.service.gov.uk/company/06495126/officers  

8. The R G Shropshire Settlement Trust. Owned by JB Shropshire, cereals 
farmer, J.B. Shropshire & Sons Ltd, https://find-and-update.company-
information.service.gov.uk/company/03516726/persons-with-significant-
control  

9. Crouch (Dehydrators) Ltd. Peatland to the east of Downham Market. 
PSC is Sophie Clare Skeffington. https://find-and-update.company-
information.service.gov.uk/officers/Gfr4AqxjpT-
nwNGW36ELmt5Ai3s/appointments. She appears to be the wife of the 
Henry Skeffington, son of the Viscount Massareene (an Irish peer) – her 
maiden name is Crouch: 
http://announcements.telegraph.co.uk/engagements/135001/the-hon-
h.w.n.f.c.-skeffington-and-miss-s.c.-crouch. 

10. Maurice Crouch (Growers) Limited. Are they connected to Crouches 
above? Very small landowner, only 8 small land parcels. 

11. Belmont Farms. Listed as recipient of Environmental Stewardship grants. 
12. Tharros Ltd. Peatland to the south of Kings’ Lynn – PSC is an Italian 

businessman called Francesco Baggi Sisini, based in Sardinia: https://find-
and-update.company-



information.service.gov.uk/company/02776918/persons-with-significant-
control - see also https://www.bloomberg.com/profile/person/4283359 
which suggests he’s an investor.  

13. Bank Farm Ltd.  
14. Eastern Properties Anglia Ltd. https://find-and-update.company-

information.service.gov.uk/company/02111562 - the PSC = Hegco 139 
Limited, which is now called George Heys Farming Ltd, see https://find-
and-update.company-information.service.gov.uk/company/09923686 - 
whose PSC is called Trustees Of The GRE Heys Settlement – would 
appear to be the family trust of George Raymond Ernest Heys, https://find-
and-update.company-
information.service.gov.uk/officers/UKA8Hb_ntPnaBka68jGqeWUGtWY/ap
pointments  

15. C. Horrell Ltd. Small farmer near Thorney/ Whittlesey. 
16. Harry Horrell Ltd. Small farmer near Thorney/ Whittlesey, perhaps related 

to C Horrell Ltd. 
17. MHS Farms Ltd. Small farmer near Thorney/ Whittlesey. 
18. R J Berry (Thorney) Ltd. Small farmer near Thorney/ Whittlesey. 
19. James Sutton Farming Company Ltd. Small farmer near Thorney/ 

Whittlesey. 
20. Griffin and Speed Farms Ltd. Small farmer near Thorney/ Whittlesey. 
21. M.W. Trustees Ltd. Small farmer near Thorney/ Whittlesey. 
22. Westfield Farms Ltd. Isle of Man-registered firm. Small farmer near 

Thorney/ Whittlesey. 
23. Royston Farms Ltd. Own some land near Benwick. 
24. Strutt & Parker (Farms) Ltd. Big landowners in Essex / Suffolk, but also 

own a bit of land near Benwick in Fens.  
 
 
 
  



2) The owners of England’s upland peat – grouse moor estates 
 
Ownership of upland peat in England is dominated by grouse moor estates. 
Intensive, ‘driven’ grouse shooting began as a sport in the 1830s on some estates 
in the Peak District, but became popularised after Queen Victoria and Prince 
Albert purchased Balmoral in 1852, making driven grouse shooting hugely 
fashionable amongst the aristocracy, and later on, amongst wealthy businessmen 
and overseas royalty. Intensive management of grouse moors has led to huge 
areas of deep peat being degraded, through the cutting of drainage channels or 
‘grips’ (a practice encouraged by farm subsidies in the 1960s and 1970s) and 
rotational burning of heather (done to encourage fresh shoots for young grouse to 
eat, but which dessicates the underlying peat, causing it to degrade).  
 
Today an area of the English uplands larger than Greater London (which  
comprises c.550,000 acres) is devoted to grouse moors. The total scale is 
unknown: there is no official government map of grouse moor extent. The 
Moorland Association, which represents grouse moor estates in England and 
Wales, states its members own 860,000 acres of heather moorland.27 The UK 
National Ecosystem Assessment and GWCT both independently estimate that 
there are around 150 grouse moor estates in England.28  
 
I have been able to track down ownership and acreage details for 101 grouse 
moor estates covering 614,820 acres of the English uplands, listed in the Excel 
spreadsheet attached alongside this report (along with details of farm subsidies 
and other details, where known). I’ve been able to map 82 of these grouse moors, 
which are shown in the 2 maps on the following pages, and are shown online at 
http://grousemoors.whoownsengland.org/.  
 
The owners of grouse moors in England today are roughly evenly split between 
‘old money’ and ‘new money’: half are owned by members of the aristocracy, and 
the other half by City bankers, retired businesspeople and Saudi princes. Some 
are owned by water utilities and leased for shooting. To give a flavour of the mix 
of ownership, the top ten largest grouse moor estates in England are listed below. 
 
Top ten largest grouse moor estates in England 
 
Grouse Moor 
Estate 

Acreage Owner 

Raby Estate 30,000 Baron Barnard 
Lamb Hill, 
Whitendale & 
Croasdale 
Moors 26,593 

United Utilities (leased 
out) 

Gunnerside 
Estate 26,020 

Robert Warren Miller 
(owned offshore) 

East 
Allenheads & 
Muggleswick 26,000 Jeremy Herrmann 



Abbeystead - 
Grosvenor 
Estate 23,000 Duke of Westminster 

Nawton Tower 
Estate 18,739 

Pennyholme Estate – 
Peter Wilkinson? 

Wemmergill 
Estate 15,676 Michael Cannon 

Lilburn Estate 14,678 
Duncan Davidson, 
founder of Persimmon 

Bolton Abbey 
Estate 13,500 Duke of Devonshire 
Bollihope 
Estate 12,600 Sheikh of Dubai 
Totals 206,806 acres  

 
Comparison to deep peat layer 
 
Grouse moors are overwhelmingly sited on deep peat soils, something confirmed 
by comparing Natural England’s unpublished peat soils maps with the land 
ownership polygons I’ve assembled. Map 7 below gives a sense of the degree of 
overlap (though this is even clearer when viewing the maps in GIS software). 
Some caveats to this general rule: 
 

• Some grouse moor estates will also include non-deep peat areas, such as 
‘in-bye’ farmland. Where possible I’ve excluded this land from acreage 
figures. For example, the Swinton Estate in North Yorkshire, owned by 
Lord Masham, covers a huge 20,000 acres29, but my figure for it only 
covers the 9,000 acres devoted to grouse moor, the majority of which is on 
deep peat. As mentioned earlier, the Natural England GIS file I’ve been 
sent contains numerous ‘geometry errors’, making it impossible to intersect 
with other datasets – so I can’t use it to measure precisely how much peat 
overlaps with different landowners’ land parcels. 

• The grouse moor estates of the North York Moors appear to be generally 
located on shallow peat, with fewer patches of deep peat (and hence 
blanket bog). Even so, shallow peat remains a hugely important carbon 
store, and I have included them in my database out of completeness.  

• As Map 7 shows, there are still further grouse moor estates to locate and 
owners to pin down (for example, the areas of deep peat in the North 
Pennines where landowners remain unknown). My spreadsheet includes 
additional tabs listing a further c.65 known grouse moors, for which I’ve not 
yet been able to identify owners, determine their acreage or map them.



 
 
Map 6: Owners of England’s upland peat – grouse moor estates. Contains 
INSPIRE Index Polygons: this information is subject to Crown copyright and database rights 2020 
and is reproduced with the permission of HM Land Registry. The polygons (including the 
associated geometry, namely x, y co-ordinates) are subject to Crown copyright and database 
rights 2020 Ordnance Survey 100026316. See https://use-land-property-
data.service.gov.uk/datasets/inspire#conditions  
 
 

 
Map 7: Owners of England’s upland peat – with deep peat shown in black. Areas of deep 
peat with identified landowners cannot be seen as they are overlaid with coloured land parcels. 
This gives an indication of areas of deep peat where the landowners have yet to be identified, e.g. 
the Kielder Forest area in Northumberland – but see next section about this. 



3) Other owners of deep peat in England 
 
In addition to Fenland peat owners and the owners of grouse moors, I’ve 
identified 3 further large, institutional landowners who also own big expanses of 
deep (and shallow) peat outside the two earlier categories. They are as follows: 
 
The Duchy of Cornwall owns 68,000 acres of Dartmoor.30 The vast majority of 
this is deep peat, and most of the rest comprises shallow peat. Much of Dartmoor 
today is overgrazed, though it is not managed for grouse moors like the northern 
uplands of England. 
 
The Forestry Commission owns 134,981 acres of land at Kielder Forest in 
Northumberland.31 The vast majority of this is deep peat, and most of the rest 
comprises shallow peat. Kielder was acquired by the FC in the interwar period 
when the Duke of Northumberland sold it to them to pay for death duties. The FC 
planted it with conifers between the 1930s and 1970s, and it remains a working 
plantation forest today. The existence of so much deep peat beneath the 
plantations raises hard questions about historic forestry practices and their 
ecological impact: the peat was likely drained and ploughed to prepare it for 
planting with trees, oxidising large quantities of carbon in the process, whilst the 
ongoing presence of non-native conifers may be continuing to cause carbon 
emissions from the peat soils.  
 
The Ministry of Defence owns 61,086 acres at Otterburn in Northumberland 
and 15,138 acres at Warcop in Cumbria.32 Both of these include large 
expanses of deep and shallow peat. A small area of the Warcop training ground 
is thought to be leased for grouse shooting, and so may be managed accordingly. 
Otterburn, however, is not managed for grouse – but it is regularly shelled as part 
of the weapons testing that takes place there.  
 
Summary results table 
 
Location/ owner Area  Number of landowners 
Fenland landowners 
(lowland peat) 

107,845 acres 20 

Grouse moor estates 
(upland peat) 

614,820 acres 101 

Kielder Forest – FC 
(upland peat) 

134,981 acres 1 

Otterburn & Warcop – 
MOD (upland peat) 

61,086 acres + 
15,138 acres (= 76,224 
acres) 

1 

Dartmoor – Duchy 
(upland peat) 

68,000 acres 1 

Totals 1,001,870 124 
Area of peat in England 1,685,827 acres  
So 124 landowners own 1m acres of peat, 60% of England’s peat soils 
 



                                            
References  
 
1 Natural England, ‘England’s peatlands: carbon storage and greenhouse gases’, March 2010, 
http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/30021  
2 CEH, Evans et al., Implementation of an Emissions Inventory for UK Peatlands, report to BEIS, 
2019, https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/library/reports?report_id=980  
3 Blanket Bog Priority Habitat can be viewed as a layer on Natural England’s MAGIC Map: 
https://magic.defra.gov.uk/magicmap.aspx  
4 Natural England’s Provisional Agricultural Land Classification Grade maps available to download 
here: https://naturalengland-defra.opendata.arcgis.com/datasets/provisional-agricultural-land-
classification-alc-england  
5 Natural England’s Moorland Line dataset available to download from MAGIC Map here: 
https://magic.defra.gov.uk/Datasets/Dataset_Download_MoorlandLine.htm  
6 More details of past efforts to get the National Soils Survey data released as open data can be 
found in this blog by Owen Boswarva, ‘Why isn’t the national soil map open data?’, 5th June 2019, 
https://www.owenboswarva.com/blog/post-soil1.htm  
7 More details of the dataset here: https://data.gov.uk/dataset/c9eb1cd9-c254-4128-a18d-
d368fbe6acf0/peaty-soils-location Originally Natural England referred to this dataset on 
Data.gov.uk as being a ‘Peat carbon map’, which is the dataset FOI’d by the author. 
8 More details of HM Land Registry INSPIRE Index Polygons, and downloads, can be found at 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/inspire-index-polygons-spatial-data#access-the-data  
9 See https://www.gov.uk/guidance/hm-land-registry-uk-companies-that-own-property-in-england-
and-wales and https://www.gov.uk/guidance/hm-land-registry-overseas-companies-that-own-
property-in-england-and-wales  
10 See https://www.orbitalwitness.com/about/.  
11 I’ve written more about Highways Act s31(6) maps here: 
https://whoownsengland.org/2017/01/30/stand-and-deliver-how-the-highways-act-helps-unmask-
landed-wealth/  
12 An online map of Environmental Stewardship agreements was built by Anna Powell-Smith in 
2017: https://farmpayments.anna.ps/. GIS data can be downloaded from Natural England’s 
website here: https://naturalengland-
defra.opendata.arcgis.com/datasets/ca68c90958c342a285d6370ddd7edd66_0   
13 HMRC tax-exempt heritage assets website: http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/gds/heritage/lbsearch.htm  
14 The total figure comes from an FOI release by the Land Registry from 2015; see 
https://whoownsengland.org/2020/05/04/what-land-is-owned-by-councils/. For an online map of 
their landholdings, see https://my.cambridgeshire.gov.uk/?tab=maps and select option: Public 
Sector Assets > Cambridgeshire County Council Rural Assets. 
15 See https://www.businessgreen.com/news/4021344/south-yorkshire-pensions-authority-sets-
2030-carbon-neutral-goal.  
16 See https://www.allee-farms.co.uk/about_us.html.  
17 The total figure comes from an FOI release by the Land Registry from 2015; see 
https://whoownsengland.org/2020/05/04/what-land-is-owned-by-councils/. 
18 See Companies House entry: https://find-and-update.company-
information.service.gov.uk/company/FC025391  
19 See https://www.greatfen.org.uk/holme-fen  
20 See Companies House entry: https://find-and-update.company-
information.service.gov.uk/company/00520618  
21 See Companies House entry: https://find-and-update.company-
information.service.gov.uk/company/07001976  
22 See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Fellowes,_4th_Baron_de_Ramsey. Baron de Ramsey, 
John Ailwyn Fellowes, was first chair of the Environment Agency when it was formed in 1996. “He 
has a longstanding interest in fenland drainage, acting as a commissioner for the Middle Level 
Commissioners, President of the Association of Drainage Authorities 1991-1994 and 2001-
present, and a director of the Cambridge Water Company from 1974–1994”. The wider Ramsey 
Estates stretch to 6,000 acres, encompassing non-peat soils at the Abbots Ripton Estate to the 
south. The land was first farmed by Ramsey Abbey, who was listed as the largest landowner in 
England in Domesday in 1086. Later, following the dissolution of the monasteries in the 1530s, 



                                                                                                                                   
the land was given to Richard Cromwell, and then sold in the 1730s to the Fellowes family, the 
present owners. 
23 See company website, https://www.gs-growers.com/growers_profiles/363/. “Cole Ambrose Ltd 
has farmed at Stuntney, near Ely, for a number of generations going back to the first drainage of 
the black fens in the mid-1600’s.” 
24 See Companies House entry: https://find-and-update.company-
information.service.gov.uk/company/06007452/persons-with-significant-control - the Person of 
Significant Control (PSC) is Harrowden Turf (Holdings) Limited, whose PSC https://find-and-
update.company-information.service.gov.uk/company/12402681/persons-with-significant-control 
is Mrs Chantall Sylvette Florence Ridd-Jones – she appears to own or be director of lots of similar 
farming companies. 
25 See https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/wicken-fen-nature-reserve/features/wicken-fen-vision.  
26 See https://www.cam.ac.uk/news/cambridge-to-divest-from-fossil-fuels-with-net-zero-plan. St 
John’s College is one of the largest landowning colleges in Cambridge, owning 14,700 acres 
across the country. 
27 Front page of the Moorland Association website: “Moorland Association members are 
passionate in their care for 860,000 acres of heather moorland in England and Wales for wild red 
grouse”. https://www.moorlandassociation.org/  
28 The UK National Ecosystem Assessment 2011 states there are 450 grouse shooting moors in 
the UK, with 296 in Scotland and 10 in Wales, meaning that England has c.144. See Ch. 5, 2011, 
p. 25: http://uknea.unep-wcmc.org/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=CZHaB2%2FJKlo%3D&tabid=82. An 
earlier study puts the total slightly higher, at 153 grouse moor estates in England: see P.J. 
Hudson, Grouse in Space and Time (Game Conservancy Trust, 1992). 
29 See Swinton Estate website front page: https://www.swintonestate.com/  
30 The figure of 68,000 acres comes from measuring the INSPIRE Index Polygons for the Duchy’s 
Dartmoor landholdings. It is corroborated by the figure stated on the Duchy’s website (27,300 
hectares, which is 67,459 acres): https://duchyofcornwall.org/dartmoor-and-princetown.html. 
31 The figure of 134,981 acres comes from measuring the INSPIRE Index Polygons for the 
Forestry Commission’s freehold landholdings across Kielder. The Woodland Trust state Kielder 
Forest to be 139,183.30 acres (see https://www.woodlandtrust.org.uk/visiting-
woods/woods/kielder/). The slight difference in size is likely due to their inclusion of some areas of 
FC forests that are held on long leases, rather than owned by the FC outright. 
32 The figure of 61,086 acres for Otterburn and 15,138 acres for Warcop comes from measuring 
digitised MOD land ownership maps for them both (see MOD footnote to 
https://map.whoownsengland.org/ for how these maps were acquired). The MOD state that 
Warcop Training Area covers around 24,000 acres (9,700 ha) in total (see 
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/public-access-to-military-areas#warcop), but this would appear to 
include leased land or land with training rights over it, rather than all being freehold. Some of the 
MOD’s land at Warcop is unregistered, and other parts of it appears to overlap with polygons 
known to be owned by the Strathmore Estate and Wemmergill Estate.  


