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Prof. Jim D. Marshall 

Earth, Ocean and Ecological Sciences  
School of Environmental Sciences 

University of Liverpool 

4 Brownlow Street 
Liverpool 
L69 3GP 

United Kingdom 
 

0151--794  5177 

Commons Registration Authority  
Cumbria County Council 
 
Application CA13/22 
 
9 February 2019 
 
To whom it may concern  
 

Urswick Tarn - Retention of Common Land Status. 
 
I am writing this letter to oppose application CA13/22 which seeks to remove the common land status 
assigned to the land associated with the former chapel at Urswick Tarn.  
 
My research group and I have long standing interests in Urswick Tarn and other marl lakes in Northwest 
England and have published many papers in international scientific journals on the significance of the 
sediment records that are preserved there. Starting with the work of Professor Frank Oldfield in the 1950’s 
and 60’s Urswick Tarn and its surrounding marl bench has been studied by scientists from Liverpool and 
many other Universities (including Exeter, Edge Hill and King’s College London). This is a site of national and 
indeed international scientific importance.  The marl sediments beneath the chapel land and in the lake 
basin record the changing vegetation, land use and climate of the site spanning the 10,000 years and more 
since the end of the last glaciation.  Marl lakes of this sort are relatively rare and provide a unique 
combination of biological remains and chemical markers than can be used to reconstruct past environmental 
change. My own specialisation, oxygen and carbon stable isotope geochemistry, enable us to quantitatively 
reconstruct past changes in temperature, rainfall and carbon cycling. In the latter part of the sediment 
record we are able to study the historical impact of human activity on the ecosystem.   
 
As new analytical methods are developed I am sure that future scientists will wish to study sites at Great 
Urswick. Developments in housing and land use around the lake in this century and the latter part of last 
century have meant that pristine sites, such as the one threatened here, suitable for future investigation are 
increasingly rare. The chapel site, now threatened by removal of its current status as common land, is one of 
the few remaining areas suitable for future coring activities. The sediment record (which extends several 
metres below the land surface) provides an intact archive of environmental change.  In my opinion it needs 
to be preserved and public access maintained.  
 
Yours sincerely,  

 
 
              Professor J. D. Marshall  





Friends of the Lake District 

Murley Moss, Oxenholme Road 

Kendal, Cumbria LA9 7SS 
 

Web: www.friendsofthelakedistrict.org.uk 

Commons Registration Service 
 
Commons.registration@cumbria.gov.uk 
 
 
12th Feb 2019 
 
 
 
 
 

CA13/22 CL38 Tarn Close, Great Urswick 
 
 
We have had sight of the above application and supporting information and wish to object for the reasons 
given below. 
 
The land around Urswick Common has been used as common land for over a century. Long standing local 
resident Ray Wilson has kindly provided us with more information on the common and will be making his 
own submission to you which we fully support. 
 
Dr Wilson has coloured the 1850 map of Urswick Tarn to show the various modules of Common Land as 
registered.  The colouring shows the linkage between each module and the access routes to grazing land 
around the village.  Mains water came to the village in 1906 and then gradually spread-out to in-field 
watering points.  Until this was completed, the Tarn was a critically important source of water for livestock 
going back in history.  The various modules of land on the tarn’s margin eased the avoidance of mixing 
between livestock of different ownerships. 
 
 
Progressively the land at the north end of the Tarn was further divided into individual field plots running 
between the track and the tarn; and the plot in question, together with its neighbour to the east, 
incidentally, also owned by the Woods family, were registered as part of CL38.  The Woods family who 
owned the land on which the Chapel was built, knew this from their historical farming residency in the 
village, their close affiliation with the chapel and remained fully aware of the land being regarded as 
Common Land by the indigenous villagers. 
 
 
  



Land which evolved to be become              the common in 
question  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Extracts from 
the OS map of 
1850 showing, 
top, the 
various 
modules of 
land making 
up, together 

with the tarn itself, the northern portion of registered common CL38.  The land modules are coloured and related to 
the land which they served for the purpose of watering livestock. 
 

Even in 1850 the land on which the chapel stands was worthy of 
distinguishing delineation for reasons unknown. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
By way of interest the blue area connects to Birkrigg Common and was part of the heft for grazing sheep which came 
to the tarn before a cattle grid was installed at the common. 
 
 
 
There is no doubt that the United Reformed Chapel building predates the formal registration of the 
common. We know that it was built in 1914 by local men and at that time that the common was still actively 
used. Ray Wilson can tell us that the Ashburner family built the Chapel, and the Woods family, provided the 
land on which it stands.  Known at the time as a tin tabernacle, the metal clad, timber framed building may 
have been purchased as a kit.  Both families worshipped at the chapel and the Woods family continued to do 
so until its closure in 2018.  Mr Brian Wood, who lived on the plot of land next to the chapel, at what is 
known as The Willows, was aware of the Common Land designation and had continuity of residency in the 
village all his life, including the uncontested period during the process of its registration as Common Land. As 
such, these men were fully aware that the land was common land and will have built the Chapel illegally. 



 
However, under the current legislation, it is fact that the building predated the formal common registration 
and accordingly, we have no objection to the footprint of the building being removed from the Register. 
 
However, we fundamentally object to the curtilage also being deregistered. As we have said, this and other 
developments around the Tarn will have been built on the common without any permission. Over time the 
developments have increased and the character of the Tarn and its setting changed as people have sought to 
turn the common into areas of garden. The next step is then to try and remove the common land status, and 
this is what we have in this situation and also the second application currently being consulted upon. The 
common is gradually getting eaten up and removed by these piecemeal but incremental acts. 
 
The applicant had full knowledge that the land she was purchasing was registered common land when she 
bought it and this is a deliberate attempt to remove that status. It is also registered as Public Open 
Space/amenity land by SLDC. She gives no justification or evidence as to why the curtilage is no longer 
common land. 
 
The curtilage of the Chapel is open and is now one of the few areas around the Tarn where the public can 
access the water’s edge. This use by villagers, particularly those of the indigenous community, is consistent 
with the designation as ‘Public Open Space’. The land never appeared to be actively  used by the Chapel or 
has in any way been developed to suggest a different use to that consistent with its common land status. 
Over the years it has been used by the community, visitors, and other specialists, such as University groups 
exploring the unique status of the Tarn as a marl water body. 
 
It is also highly questionable just what the extent of the curtilage is as this is variable depending on the 
height of water in the Tarn.  On occasions, what is mapped as curtilage land of the chapel is underwater and 
at all times is significantly waterlogged as might be expected on a marl fen.  All of the land between the 
track/road around the tarn and the marl tarn is a marl fen disguised by an overburden of soil and stone 
excavated from the outside of the track/road when the old village was built and dug into the rising ground. 
The marl bench consists of a deep accumulation of precipitated marl.  Coring to 10 metres has never 
reached the underlying bedrock.  .  It is a totally unsatisfactory substrate on which to construct dwellings but 
is beguilingly disguised by the overlying dumped overburden of excavated ground.  
 
In summary therefore, we have deep concerns about the future of the common land around Urswick Tarn 
which is being incrementally eroded. Whilst the Chapel was obviously built before the common was formally 
registered, no evidence has been put forward as to why the curtilage should be deregistered. It is our view 
that the application to deregister the curtilage is an attempt to remove common land status for personal 
gain and should be refused. 
 
 
If you require further information, do not hesitate to contact us,  
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
Jan Darrall (Dr) 
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The Commons Registration Service  

Lady Gilford’s House 

Petteril Bank Road 

Carlisle 

Cumbria 

CA1 3AJ 

14 February 2019 

Dear Sir/Madam, 

Ref: CA13/22 

I write concerning the application for de-registration of the common land surrounding the Urswick United 

Reformed Church, at Great Urswick.   

I wish to highlight the scientific importance of this site.  I would advise the committee to take into 

consideration any possible impact this decision may have on the long-term preservation of sediments on 

the bank of Urswick Tarn.  Myself and co-authors have found the sediments at this specific site have been 

found to be of scientific importance with regard to the pre-historic environmental record preserved here. 

Some of the findings of this particular research can be seen in a peer-reviewed publication:   

Grosvenor, M. J., Jones, R. T., Turney, C. S., Charman, D. J., Hogg, A., Coward, D., & Wilson, R. (2017). Human activity was a major 

driver of the mid‐Holocene vegetation change in southern Cumbria: implications for the elm decline in the British Isles. Journal of 

Quaternary Science, 32(7), 934-945. 

https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/29415/Grosvenor%20et%20al%20JQS%202017.pdf?sequence=1&isAll

owed=n  

Depth profiles were collected from a number of locations surrounding the Tarn (details in Grosvenor, 

2014), but the site in this application was found to contain the deepest (highest temporal resolution) and 

most complete (relatively continuous sediment accumulation) record.  The sediments at this location date 

to over 12,000 years and contain evidence of changes to the landscape, and evidence of pre-historic 

human activity in the region.   

In addition to the research mentioned above, Urswick Tarn has been the subject of a number of other 

palaeo-environmental studies (see references in Appendix).  Should any future palaeo-environmental 

research take place at Urswick Tarn, the evidence presented by myself and co-authors has shown that the 

site in this application would provide the best scientific record.  There are no other sites surrounding the 

Tarn that contain the same depth of sediment accumulation, nor have relatively undisturbed top 

sediments.  The potential loss of this site would be detrimental for science (for example if de-registration 

from common land increases the risk of landscape modification or other disturbance of the ground). 

I hope you will take this into consideration and that the site can remain undisturbed for the future of 

scientific research. 

 

Yours faithfully, 

Dr Mark J Grosvenor 

https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/29415/Grosvenor%20et%20al%20JQS%202017.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=n
https://ore.exeter.ac.uk/repository/bitstream/handle/10871/29415/Grosvenor%20et%20al%20JQS%202017.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=n


















 

 
 

Professor Chris Turney FRSA FRMetS FRGS FGS FHEA 
Palaeontology, Geobiology and Earth Archives Research Centre (PANGEA) and 

Climate Change Research Centre (CCRC) 

Palaeontology, Geobiology and Earth Archives Research Centre (PANGEA) and 
Climate Change Research Centre (CCRC)

University of New South Wales
Sydney, NSW 2052, Australia

 

14 February 2019 
 
Dear Mrs Bainbridge, 
 

Re.: Registered Common CL38 – De-registration application CL13/22 
 

It has come to my attention that a strip of land on the northern margin of Urswick Tarn, which has proven 
to be of considerable value for our understanding of Holocene environmental and climate change in the 
British Isles, is a potential candidate for de-registration as Common Land.   
 
Although I am based at the University of New South Wales (Sydney) as Professor of Climate Change 
and Earth Science, I am familiar with Urswick Tarn and have contributed to academic papers that have 
demonstrated the considerable value of the record from this tarn. Prior to, as well as since my 
appointment to a Laureate Fellowship and Chair at UNSW, I have worked in collaboration with other 
academics including the late Dr Richard Jones and Dr Mark Grosvenor, both of whom have undertaken 
considerable research at this tarn.  I am aware that there are few sites on the margin of this tarn which 
have retained their scientific integrity and it is a matter of concern that de-registration – removing the 
Common Land status – will prevent access to the margin of this tarn, and threaten its scientific integrity. 
 
The scientific value of Urswick Tarn has been accumulating since the end of the last ice age and the 
lessons which it can teach have only been realised over recent decades.  It must be appreciated that the 
value of the site will undoubtedly continue into the future, particularly given inevitable technological 
advances that will generate new insights into the marl deposits within this tarn.  It is not just a matter of 
maintaining the integrity at one location on the plot, for instance, close to the present water’s edge. The 
entire plot of what is now perhaps regarded as land, progressively developed as a marl bench and grew 
into the tarn through the precipitation of calcium carbonate from the water column, thereby reducing the 
area of water now recognised as the tarn. This is an ongoing process.  The information contained in the 
bench at different locations between the present road and the water is distinct and of potential value to 
science.  The conservation of Urswick Tarn as a site of scientific importance should be supported by all 
means possible including, I submit, the continuity of its designation as Common Land, thereby retaining 
the accompanying protections. 
 
Please do not hesitate to contact me should you require further information. 
 
With very best wishes, 

 
Professor Chris Turney 
































