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Wales’ new officialdom – 
Nature’s wealth or wrath?
Conservation reforms in Wales have reached a milestone with the dissolution of 
conservation agencies and a new body focused on natural resources. This article 
considers the implications of this untried approach.

MICK GREEN

From April 2013 Wales no longer has a statutory conservation body. The Countryside 
Council for Wales will have been abolished, along with The Environment Agency 
Wales and Forestry Commission Wales. The official context for this situation is Wales’ 
failure to meet its 2010 target to halt the decline of biodiversity. The argument 
being that our old ways of conservation have failed and we need to look at new 
methods. This thinking is reflected in a new policy based on a wider ‘ecosystem 
approach’, moving away from looking at individual sites and species. The Welsh 
Assembly Government’s ‘Natural Environment Framework’ which champions the 
ecosystem approach was generally welcomed as a positive approach although the 
main concern was that the policy lacked any content on how the measures would 
actually be implemented.

The environment and the economy in Wales – what relationship?
Since the initial policy, and following a change of Minister, the emphasis of the 
policy changed to the economic benefits of our natural resources, and the need to 
make regulation more “streamlined”. This was reflected in the development of the 
new single body that is to replace the existing three organisations. It is called Natural 
Resources Wales and will “have a key role in protecting our natural resources, 
working with businesses in Wales. It would also provide environmental advice and 
input to our planning processes and to the development of new legislation, helping 
us to design new regulatory arrangements which simplify regulatory processes and 
encourage investment, whilst maintaining the environment of Wales we all depend 
on” (From Welsh Government Website).

‘Nature’ or ‘biodiversity’ does not feature in any public utterances about the new 
body and the emphasis is on the management of resources which my dictionary 
defines as “a country’s collective means of supporting itself or becoming wealthier, 
as represented by its reserves of minerals, land, and other natural assets” or worse 
– “a stock or supply of money, materials, staff, and other assets that can be drawn 
on by a person or organization in order to function effectively”. We seem to be 
moving to an ethos of exploiting our natural environment rather than protecting 
and nurturing it. Whilst there are good arguments for viewing the natural world as 
a valuable asset it should not be seen purely as a reserve to be exploited. There is 
a glimmer of  hope, as James Robertson points out elsewhere in this issue, in that 

nature? Are none of the report’s 24 recommendations relevant in Wales? What about 
the establishment of Ecological Restoration Zones, which the Government has taken 
up in England as Nature Improvement Areas with £7.5m of Government funds for 
the first 12 areas? These and many other examples allow no room for complacency. 

A final word: we value our environment for practical, cultural, aesthetic and 
other reasons. Ruthless, narrow economic policy and growing pressures from UK 
population growth, the perception of a threat to our food security and, perhaps, a 
growing disconnection between society and nature challenge us. The challenges are 
even greater in countries whose people lack food and basic health care. They put 
our environmental battles into sobering context. Nowhere on Earth would the prize, 
in terms of stunning landscapes and wildlife, be greater for getting the human-
environment balance right, than in Africa. Despite huge problems of diminishing 
resources, desertification, disappearing forests and booming human numbers, I am 
so overwhelmed by the spirit of the people I have had dealings with in Uganda as 
well as by its wildlife, that I find hope comes much more readily than despair.
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James Robertson is an environmental writer and editor of Natur Cymru – Nature of Wales 
magazine. jamrobertson@gmail.com
Thanks to Joanna Robertson for valuable comments on the draft of this article.

The Tir Gofal agri-environment scheme has supported valuable habitat management work, such as rush 
control here on Rhos pasture. Good habitat may be lost due to limitations of the replacement scheme, Glastir. 
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regulations as they do at present. However, many conservationists in Wales are 
extremely concerned at the complete lack of any real talk on biodiversity, targets 
or our international commitments. Senior management need to remember the 
original driver behind the creation of the organisation and at least try and reassure 
us that it is not destined to be the (natural) resource stripping organisation that the 
current signals are showing. 

As ECOS goes to press there has been a re-shuffle of the Welsh Cabinet. John 
Griffiths is moved and his replacement, Alun Davies, becomes Minister for Natural 
Resources and Food combining his previous responsibilities for Agriculture, Fisheries 
and Food with those of the former Environment portfolio including climate change, 
flood prevention and the establishment of Natural Resources Wales. It is unclear how 
having a Minister for Natural Resources will affect the establishment or strength of 
the new organization. Linking together the environment and agriculture briefs is 
welcome, but it is still unclear what emphasis will be put on wildlife, or whether 
agriculture will hold sway as has often been the norm.

As staff do not appear to be able to get responses to these concerns internally, and 
certainly external stakeholders are not receiving satisfactory replies we can only 
hope that somebody within the Welsh Government reads ECOS and will respond. 
Answers on a (large) postcard please… 

Mick Green is a Director of the consultancy Ecology Matters. mick@gn.apc.org

the Welsh version of the organisations name, Cyfoeth Naturiol Cymru, translates as 
‘Wales’ Natural Wealth’ and sounds less exploitative.

A consultation towards the end of 2012 on the purpose of the new body merely 
proposed transferring the powers of the existing bodies “to promote nature 
conservation”  to the new organisation. As several respondents indicated, the 
whole point of change originally was that the old policies and duties had failed 
wildlife. Simply transferring a vague duty to the new body would continue this 
failure, especially with the emphasis moving from conservation to resource use. The 
RSPB pointed out that the proposed nature conservation duties were weaker than 
the current duties of the existing bodies.  The Welsh Ornithological Society (WOS) 
went further and called for the new body to have an explicit duty to meet the 2020 
targets to halt biodiversity loss – a duty which should also be placed on the relevant 
Minister within the Welsh Government. The society argued that without this duty 
the organisation, and the Minister, could not be held to account if we continue to 
miss targets and lose further species from Wales. Of course, no Minister likes to 
be held accountable but it does not bode well that the current incumbent, John 
Griffiths, appears so unsure of success in the immediate future that he is unwilling 
to commit to this duty for the short term of his office when it could have been seen 
as a brave legacy for the future. The Minister has been directly questioned on this by 
letter and in the Senedd but has failed to respond specifically on this point.

There is a wider issue here with the Welsh Government’s whole approach to 
biodiversity. While it provides some funds for the Wales Biodiversity Partnership, 
which is meant to co-ordinate biodiversity ‘action’ it does not take actual 
responsibility for that action. There is nobody within Welsh Government who admits 
to being responsible and therefore in reality very little is happening at a policy and 
funding level where any real difference has to happen. 

In search of nature
Meanwhile the development of Natural Resources Wales (NRW) continues. At the 
time of writing (Feb 2012) it has a Chairman, Peter Mathews, who appears to 
have no previous experience in Wales, it has a board and it has a Chief Executive, 
Emyr Roberts, whose previous experience is with the National Farmers Union and 
Welsh Government. It also has a logo and a senior management team and its Welsh 
Language Scheme is in place. What we still do not have is any inkling of what ‘an 
ecosystem approach’ is going to mean or how NRW is going to work towards 
halting further wildlife losses across Wales. As numbers of some of our iconic 
species such as curlew and golden plover continue to plummet this is very worrying 
to those of us who care. 

The Chief Executive has been meeting staff of the constituent organisations and 
some external stakeholders, but the emphasis has reportedly been on ‘delivery’ 
and words such as ‘conservation’ or ‘nature’ do not appear in presentations. In the 
short term little will change as it will be the same staff doing roughly the same jobs 
until internal re-organisation takes place (albeit with as yet undefined budgets). 
The organisation will be governed by, and have to deliver on, the same laws and 
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