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Dear Mrs Richmond, MAGNA CARTA JUNE 2015 

 
I had the pleasure of listening to your thoughtful words regarding the Magna Carta at the ceremony at Runnymede last 12th of 
November.  

I notice that, as well as being a Trustee of the Magna Carta Trust, you are a member of the Board of Trustees of the Nature Conservancy 
of Massachusetts. You may have heard of a UK organisation called the Campaign for the Protection of Rural England (CPRE). Although 
not specifically concerned with nature conservation, in campaigning for the retention and protection of open spaces, CPRE’s aims are 
entirely supportive. It has over 50,000 members countrywide.  

I am Chairman of CPRE Runnymede District. I live in Englefield Green on the hill to the South of Runnymede, and have walked the land 2 
or 3 times a week since 1970. I am currently working with the Open Spaces Society and Surrey County Council Countryside Access Dept 
regarding Runnymede, so I have a keen interest in this land.  

I have serious concerns regarding the future of Runnymede as an open space, and I wonder, if you agree, whether you can bring any 
influence to bear in your capacity as a Trustee of the Magna Carta Trust.  

As you may know, the land by the river and the slopes to the South is now generally known as ‘Runnymede’. It is also known by locals as 
‘Runnymede Common’, as the land by the river, i.e. the flat area before Coopers Hill slopes start, is, under English law, a common. 
However, at the time of Magna Carta and until at least the 1800’s, ‘Runny Mead’ – where the Barons camped - was just the extreme 
Eastern part of this land, the land at the Western ‘Bar Association Memorial’ end being ‘Long Mead’.  

The common has always been more or less open land and this was certainly so in 1215. Openness is fundamental to the land’s 
character, and is why so many locals value it. They do so for the unfettered beauty that it offers. It is lack of the built form and the un-
fenced and ungated nature of commons that distinguish them from most of the countryside in the UK. This is particularly relevant to 
Runnymede Common, the subject of the still extant Egham Inclosure Act 1814, which places a statutory duty on the owner to keep it 
unfenced, unbuilt on, and open.  

You may not be aware of the full legal status of the land at Runnymede. As well as being subject to the Inclosure Act, it is a registered 
common under the Commons Registration Act 1965 and is subject to the Law of Property Act 1925.  

All this gives the land a high degree of protection. Inter alia and very briefly, the public has an absolute right of access on foot and 
horseback to the whole of the common, it may not be fenced and nothing may be built on it. There cannot be car parks on the land and 
it cannot be driven on without lawful authority. (At last 12th November’s ceremony, it is interesting to note that the cars and media trucks by the American Bar 
Association Memorial were all unlawfully parked on the common. With Surrey Police there, and the rule of law, and no one being above it, being spoken to by the Master 
of the Rolls, the Lord Chancellor and the Deputy Leader of the House of Lords etc, I wonder if any of them realised they were committing an offence, at the 'home of 
democracy', under democratically enacted legislation?) 

As you will know, there are several events planned worldwide over the next few years leading up to 2015. Locally, Runnymede Borough 
Council (RBC), has formed a working group regarding this. Unfortunately, RBC is, apparently, looking to the commercial gain that might 
be made rather than the protection of the common. They want to build a visitor centre to attract 250,000 extra visitors a year to this 
already traffic clogged rural setting. Their whole drive seems to be to attract tourists in the hope that they will spend money in the local 
area. This was discussed with undisguised enthusiasm at the Council’s Corporate Management Committee meeting of 26th May 2011 – a 
Member who raised concerns that it would affect the character of the land and abstained on the resolution, was booed by his 
colleagues.  



RBC tends to adopt the ‘Decide, Announce, Defend’ method of administration, and, as has recently been shown to their cost, they have 
consistently failed to consult regarding, and ignored legislation affecting, similar registered land.  

The RBC working group also appears to have over-interpreted its self generated enthusiasm for June 2015. In spite of widely advertising 
the proceedings of 12th November 2010 as a ‘worldwide launch’, as you will have noted, only a handful of people not directly involved 
attended. Even the local press reported the event on page 6 of that week’s issue, preferring a page one story regarding a brothel 
opposite the Police station in nearby Egham! The most recent (and extremely interesting) Magna Carta lecture by The Rt Hon Lady 
Justice Arden DBE, a Court of Appeal Judge, at Royal Holloway College on 16th June 2011 was poorly attended, the room being only ¼ 
full.  

CPRE’s view is that a new visitors centre or yet another memorial is inappropriate on the common land or Coopers Hill slopes, and it is 
questionable whether either is needed at all. By all means ceremonially celebrate the annual rotation of the event – as is already done in 
Egham each year - but, really, there is nothing special about any particular anniversary; the Magna Carta is celebrated every day in our 
courts, and our democratically run institutions.  

Until the 1950’s, previous generations had chosen not to clutter up any of this land with memorials and, until now, a visitors’ centre, and 
CPRE’s view is that a precedent on the common should not be set – if there were a memorial placed even every 100 years, in another 
millennium, what would the common look like? Its whole character would be changed. Furthermore, if a visitor’s centre, or anything 
else were to attract even 10% of an extra 250,000 visitors to this land every year, the car parking and traffic would overwhelm it, and, 
again, change its character forever. 

You may be aware of the concept of ‘Green Belts’ in the UK. These are bands of land round major towns which have been formally 
designated as such to prevent urban coalescence and provide ‘green lungs’ for the cities. There are severe restrictions on development. 
The Green Belt in Runnymede, which includes the common, is in the sector of the London Green Belt that is recognised as the ‘most 
seriously fragmented of all’.  

Any development on this common, such as a memorial, in itself, might be a small step. But small increments, insidiously, add up quickly, 
and before we know it the character of the Common will have changed. If this Common is to survive as a place for quiet recreation and 
contemplation, and if development on it is not to further urbanise and fragment this vulnerable narrow band of Green Belt, I submit 
that nothing should be built on this land by the Magna Carta Trust or anyone else.  

As the Goverment published booklet ‘The Green Belts’ points out: 

“The rural appearance of a Green Belt is easily destroyed by man-made objects used for public works, some of which might be 
appropriate enough in a nearby suburb. Concrete kerbs, lamp posts and fences...and the treatment of an open space as though 
it were a town park are some examples.” 

Finally, I understand that the potential cost of this visitor centre is of the order of £3.5 million, and a memorial several tens of thousands 
of pounds. It seems particularly perverse to spend this sort of money on these projects in Runnymede Borough’s Englefield Green West 
Ward, where we were standing on 12th November, when, as the Council have only recently reminded us, Englefield Green was rated as 
the second most socially deprived village in Surrey in the most recent census figures available. It is the worst Ward for crime in 
Runnymede Borough, and there are serious poverty issues.  

No one should underestimate the power of Runnymede Common to speak for itself and inspire this and future generations without 
laboured interpretation or memorials. Anyone who wants to, can already come here, simply stand on the open common, imagine, and 
wonder, enjoying the peaceful unfettered surroundings and sense of place.  

Doesn’t the current generation, The National Trust, Runnymede Council, The Magna Carta Trust, ie the pro tem custodians of 
Runnymede, owe it to future generations to just leave this land be?  

With best wishes,  

Andrew Telford  

PS If you would like it, I would be delighted to give you more detailed information on the legal status of the land, but in any case, I would 
value your opinion on the above. 


