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In 2002 the Black Environment Network (BEN) and the
Council for National Parks (CNP) launched Mosaic, an
initiative to increase use of Britain’s national parks by black
and minority ethnic (BME) people. This article takes a small
sample of Black and Southern perspectives, and posits some
reasons why BME utilisation of UK national parks has been
historically low. The barriers identified are largely absent
from Mosaic’s public articulation of the issues. 

Much has been made of rural racism as a key deterrent.
In 2002 Middlesborough’s Tazmin Naz recalled ‘I did think
it would be like: ‘Quick – the Asians are coming! Everyone
run and hide.’ ‘ (Naz, 2002, 5). Similarly, in 1989, Ingrid
Pollard described how the experience of being a lone black
person in ‘a sea of white’ triggered feelings of anxiety
(Morris, 2003, 10). Such responses can contribute to a
vicious cycle. Since fewer than 2% of the British BME
population live outside urban areas, the prejudices of white
country-dwellers can fester largely unchallenged, or as BEN
puts it, ‘it is the absence of contact which enables one to
ignore, distrust without basis, or demonise’ (BEN, vol 3, 4).
And, anticipation of this demonisation further discourages
potential BME visitors to the countryside. 

Yet I will argue against the case that, but for rural racism,
BME townies would visit the countryside in the same
proportion as their white British counterparts. Direct
discrimination and abuse, of course, demand urgent
attention. But to determine them as the key factors might
absolve a range of relevant agencies from undertaking
valuable analyses of their own cultural assumptions about the
countryside and its place in modern British society.

Mosaic’s aim to enable BME communities ‘to access
everything that National Parks have to offer’ raises questions
about what national parks appear to offer Britain’s diverse
BME populations (ANPA, 2003, 15). Indian social-
environmentalist Ramachandra Guha illustrates that the term
‘national park’ has repressive connotations, quoting
Raymond Bonner’s observation that ‘as many Africans see it,
white people are making rules, to protect animals that white
people want to see in parks that white people visit’ (Guha,
1997, 105). Guha himself summarises the export of
American wilderness-style national parks as characteristic of
‘the imperialist yearnings of Western biologists and their
financial sponsors, organisations such as the WWF’ (Guha,
1997, 96). Certainly, many national parks in Africa, India
and South-East Asia, have prioritised wilderness and wildlife
conservation above human rights. And a significant Southern
experience of the national parks movement is that it has
rebuffed local stewardship, militated against diversity,

destroyed social sustainability and shown contempt for social
justice. It would be unsurprising were it perceived as
primarily another expression of colonialism. As Bonner puts
it, ‘Christianity, commerce, civilisation. Now a fourth was
added: conservation’ (Guha, 1997, 105). Would anyone
whose land and heritage has been colonised by national
parks want to visit similar institutions in Britain? That
British national parks are distinguished from their American-
style namesakes by being populated, working landscapes
cannot be universally known. Moreover, even if known, the
semantic charge of ‘national park’ might be sufficiently
negative to discourage interest. In other contexts BEN
highlights the power of language, making the following point
in a paper entitled ‘The ‘Native and Alien’ Issue’:

The popularisation of the use of the terms ‘native’ and
‘alien’ have further given rise to the common use of the
scientifically meaningless phrases ‘native is good’ and
‘alien is bad’, or ‘native is best’ without any reference to
the characteristics of a site. (BEN, vol 2, 17)

Similarly, with reference to the extirpation of
rhododendrons, a popular conservation activity, the piece
observes, ‘it is most unfortunate that terms which echo
immigration terminology have entered the environmental
arena. Further terms like Rhodo-bashing (sic) resonate too
closely to Paki-bashing.’ (BEN, vol 2, 17 ) 

If the CNP and related agencies, including the National
Trust, Ramblers’ Association and Youth Hostel Association,
are serious about their shared agenda to raise BME
engagement, this level of analysis is required. Surprisingly,
despite BEN’s position as partner in the Mosaic initiative,
the opportunity was not taken. Jessica Memon, Mosaic’s
Project Officer, explained to me that the project was more
focused on getting BME people into the national parks, than
exploring reasons for their absence.

But policy makers and, at a local level, creators of
marketing and interpretation materials, must recognise that
their language and, indeed their ‘products’, are culturally
bound; that British tastes for landscape and countryside have
grown out of certain British and European movements, in
varying degrees antipathetic to Southern and Black
perspectives. As its name suggests, the eighteenth century
cult of the Picturesque – developed by privileged aesthetes –
promoted a detached and fundamentally visual relationship.
The nineteenth century Romantic cult, though espousing a
more spiritual relationship with its subject, was characterised
by a quest for solitude and an elevation above all economic
rural activity. Both movements continue to shape white
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British tastes, as seen by the inflections of countryside as
venue for, variously, the quiet, contemplative appreciation of
scenery, and for hiking and the recreational conquest of
mountaintops. The cultural specificity of these tastes is
obvious from Hanif Kureishi’s observation:

I can’t imagine anyone in my family going for a holiday
to the countryside. It is totally ridiculous for middle-class
Indians to walk, and my father came from a middle-class
family in Bombay. People who walked were peasants.
(Kureishi, 2004, 3) 

As the UK’s Sector Skills Council for Environmental and
Land Based Industries, Lantra is another agency with
significant influence in this field. Reference to its National
Occupational Standards for Environmental Conservation
does nothing to suggest that the social construction of nature
and its implications were considered. Their NVQ/SVQ levels
2 and 3 each require trainee conservationists to complete the
mandatory unit ‘Communicate with, and care for, the public
and others’. The unit’s introduction includes the following
explanation:

the term ‘others’ is given a broad interpretation and can
include, for example, farmers and landowners, school
parties, or visitors, (from inside the organisation or from
other organisations). ..... the unit requires you to
communicate clearly, accurately and politely to other
people, to refer them to other sources of information
where appropriate, and to identify confidential
information. (Lantra, 2002, 13)

Nor do the unit specifications refer to the possibility or
significance of ethnic otherness. Trainees need only ‘know
and understand: the values of the organisation e.g. policies
and practices for customer care, promotion of environmental
good practice or (sic) equality of opportunity’ (Lantra, 2002,
14).’ This in spite of some recognition of the need for
differentiation:

You must show how you have chosen a subject, an
interpretive or educational approach and a time-length
that suits your audience e.g. using language which
reflects the likely level of knowledge of the audience;
kneeling down at a child’s level when showing a school
group an Oak (sic) gall; avoiding a sensitive conservation
area with a large party. (Lantra, 2002, 165)

While these specifications stipulate that activities are
designed for ‘audience involvement and participation’,
(Lantra, 2002, 167) the extract betrays an ill-concealed
exclusivity, with anointed conservationists guiding novices
through landscapes, sometimes too precious to touch. The
conservation imperative contributes a significant strand of
thinking to the CNP and National Trust and is at frequent
odds with extended access. This need not, however, be the
case. Making the connection between an authentic impulse
for conservation and an occupational engagement with land,
Guha writes:

one might broadly say ... that poor countries and poor
individuals are not interested in the mere protection of
wild species or natural habitats, but do respond to
environmental destruction which directly affects their way
of life and prospects for survival. (Guha, 1997, xx)

What this means in practice is revealed through Vandana
Shiva’s study of the female-led, Himalayan Chipko
movement, which opposed the commercial exploitation of
their natural resources. A Chipko activist declares:

Itwari: Shakti (strength) comes to us from these forests
and grasslands, we watch them grow, year in year out
through their internal shakti and we derive our strength
from it. We watch our streams renew themselves and we
drink their clear sparkling water, that gives us shakti. We
drink fresh milk, we eat ghee, we eat food from our own
fields. All this gives us not just nourishments for the body
but a moral strength, that we are our own masters (sic),
we control and produce our own wealth. (Shiva, 1993,
249/250) 

Itwari’s response is partly visual, but also reveals an
intimate, hands-on relationship, clearly inseparable from the
livelihood dimension. It is grounded in vitalising activity,
rather than passive observation, and insistent on sustenance,
not abstract Romantic reverie. 

There is reason to argue that the Islamic inflection of
nature has even less in common with the highly visualised
Western aesthetic. Sunni and, to a lesser extent, Shia and
Sufi art, have traditionally shunned depictions of animate
living beings. This principle of aniconism derives from two
causes. Firstly, avoidance of blasphemous representations of
divinity and the ‘divine secret contained within every
creature’. Secondly, anxiety about the viewer engaging with
imagined and, therefore, un-Godly worlds. This explains the
relative rarity of Islamic landscape art. Yet the choice of
locations for Britain’s national parks has been largely
determined by compliance with the visual criteria of the
Picturesque and Romantic. Moreover, if aniconism resists
the depiction of living beings and loco-specific landscapes,
won’t this have implications for interpretation materials and
educational activity sheets? Are there, for instance, issues
about activities involving the drawing of creatures? More
fundamentally, do questions need asking about the uncritical
promotion of landscape as a picturesque and recreational
commodity? 

The deconstruction of one’s own cultural certainties is
inevitably challenging, but for organisations committed to
overcoming exclusion it is essential. Failure to recognise this
will obstruct the capacity of the CNP to engage with its
widest possible audience. Charles Namafe’s research about
differing cultural interpretations of nature makes this clear.
In a comparative study, Namafe took as his subjects the Lozi
people of Zambia and the Dutch, examining their different
responses to flooding. For the Dutch, with their history of
reclaiming land from the North Sea, floods are predictably
seen as the enemy. Dutch folk song, literature and art are
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drenched with references to the terrors of flooding and the
technological brilliance of Dutch reclamation engineering.
The Lozi, however, cultivate and inhabit land abutting the
Zambezi floodplain. For them the annual flood is a source of
life-sustaining fertility, and is anticipated and celebrated in
poetry and song both as friend and protector. (Namafe, 1997,
115-132)

Either response to flooding is capable of exploration as
part of a landscape interpretation project. The challenge for
the CNP et al, having anticipated the existence of such
diverse and, admittedly, unpredictable readings, is to develop
their reflexive capacity to embrace them. So, returning to
Islam, if the Picturesque/Romantic orthodoxy no longer
seems the best point of contact, the stewards of natural
heritage need to identify alternative loci of mutual interest. 

The Birmingham based Islamic Foundation for Ecology
and Environmental Sciences, (IFEES), proclaims itself the
‘World’s Leading Environmental’ agency, and is a useful
source of information. CEO, Fazlun Khalid insists that
environmental responsibility is essential to the Islamic code
of Shari’ah, and that the environment should be neither
mindlessly exploited for commercial gain, nor trivialised by
secular recreational activities: ‘It was God’s gift (ni’mah) to
us, but a gift with conditions nevertheless and it is decidedly
not something that one runs and plays with.’ (Fazlun, 2002,
335) By implication Khalid would view individualistic
nature-domination activities such as rock climbing with
suspicion. Revealing what he sees as a more appropriate
relationship with nature, he describes a visiting to a Zawiya
school in Indonesia:

They are not part of the constructs of the ruling global
order. They are not part of the NGO movement nor do
they claim to be part of the ‘civil society’ whatever that
means, although they have been civil for centuries and
have been ‘networking’ long, long before this term was
dreamed up by God knows who. (Fazlun, 2004, 2)

The collective nature of the Zawiya confirms IFEES’s
Shari’ah driven belief that ‘community takes precedence
over the interests of the individual’ (Fazlun, 2002, 234). A
not unreasonable conclusion might be that provision of
community based, agricultural projects would appeal more
strongly to British Muslims than an invitation to indulge the
individualistic spirit of Romanticism by hiking across the
moors.

Although no national data exists, Geoff Stokes, Director
of the National Society of Allotment and Leisure Gardeners,
provided me with anecdotal evidence of significant take-up
of allotments by Asian and African Caribbean gardeners,
suggesting that the preference for livelihood-based
engagement amongst BME groups extends beyond Islamic
groups.

And in 2002 in Huddersfield, a group of Punjabi
allotment users turned consultants to the local farming
community. The latter, looking to diversify, wanted to supply
fresh coriander to the area’s many curry houses, but were

failing in its cultivation. A local environmental group
brokered a relationship between the first generation Punjabis
and the farmers. When I asked Javid Hussain of
Huddersfield’s Paddock Pathways to Health project about the
partnership, he explained that, somewhat conforming to
stereotype, the farmers were initially sceptical, but that as
the enterprise flourished a reciprocal respect developed,
helping to break the vicious cycle identified at the outset of
this article. Hussain also corroborated Hanif Kureishi’s
statement, claiming that taking a purely recreational stroll
across the countryside surrounding Huddersfield would not
be something the consultants would consider.

Inevitably, I have considered only a tiny sample of
Southern and Black perspectives on the natural world.
However, the pattern suggests a greater impulse to engage
with the environment when livelihood forms part of the
equation. That cultivation appears as a stimulus common to
many groups is to be expected, for while methods of
husbandry vary from community to community, the basic
need to produce food and other organic materials is
universal. If we wish the most diverse constituency possible
to develop knowledge, skills and understanding consistent
with a sustainable future, it cannot be prudent to take as a
starting point a peculiarly Western paradigm, rooted in
colonialism, individualism, economic privilege and
abstraction. Cultivation, with its inherent claims upon all
cultures, would seem a more inclusive and promising row to
hoe. 
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