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object of almost universal condemnation by the residents of mid-Wales because, 
by manipulative control of its agenda, Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) shields 
the TAN8 plan from the onerous requirements of the Directive. The Directive was on 
WAG’s legislative calendar in January 2004; its response was to rush through TAN8 
(13 July 2004) to avoid compliance with the Directive’s mandatory compliance date 
of 21 July. As a result, the initial stages of Wales’ largest ever infrastructure project 
escaped the intense scrutiny that it should have been subjected to.

Is this the action of an open and responsible government? Or does it show evidence of 
a duplicitous administration hell-bent on ignoring legitimate environmental concerns 
and the views of those most affected by its plans? Cardiff cannot pass the buck 
back to Westminster, there is no evidence that it encouraged Cardiff to schedule its 
legislative business with a view to dodging the need for mandatory, comprehensive 
environmental impact assessment of its plan. The result is that we now have proposals 
for wind ‘farms’ (to slip into estate agent language) totaling 815 turbines along with 
50 applications for single or ‘domestic’ 100+ foot turbines in one of the UK’s most 
beautiful landscapes as identified in the 1947 Hobhouse report. 

Powys County Council’s recent objections to 6 applications of wind turbine 
infrastructure developments, 5 over 50 megawatts and 1 transmission line, has 
triggered one of the UK’s largest conjoined public inquiries. The outcome will be 

Fighting the green token –  
mid Wales revolts against 
turbines
815 industrial scale wind turbines, plus 50 supposedly ‘domestic’ (100+ foot high) wind 
turbines are proposed across one of the UK’s most beautiful landscapes as identified in the 
1947 Hobhouse report. This article looks at the likely environmental impacts of this proposed 
infrastructure and discusses the concerns of people directly affected.
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Across mid Wales the hills and valleys are alive with the sound of fury, and people 
are united in common cause to save the area’s environment. Ironically, it is a form of 
development pretending to be green that has triggered this widespread community 
campaign. When National Grid published its scoping study into siting a 27 acre 
electricity hub and 400 KV transmission lines across 45 km of Montgomeryshire and 
Shropshire, the whole of mid Wales and north Shropshire awoke to the reality of 
Wales’ planning guidance for renewable energy – Technical Advice Note 8 (TAN8). 
The threat to 750 sq km of prime landscape and 118 communities, from Nant y 
Moch in the west to Maesbrook east of Oswestry, became clear. 

Unrenewable finest landscapes
In 1947, Sir Arthur Hobhouse, chair of the National Parks Committee, presented 
Parliament with its recommendations for National Parks and Areas of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty in England and Wales. The 1949 National Parks Act flowed from this; 
but what is most striking now is that in England practically everything Hobhouse 
recommended for AONB protection has been designated, whilst Wales got only a 
fraction of the Hobhouse recommendations. There was a complete absence of the 
proposed protection of the mid Wales area. Surely all is not lost? After all, we have a 
devolved government that will look after Wales far better than distant Westminster. 
This Welsh Assembly would protect our greatest assets, “the environment and the 
people” surely? The evidence so far does not support this assumption. It seems that 
mid Wales is being sold down the river by its very own Government.

Wind ‘farms’ or major infrastructure development?
EU member states are bound by Directive 42/EC of 2001, effective from July 2004. It 
establishes rules for balancing conflicting interests of development and conservation. 
Responsible authorities must undertake a series of highly prescriptive and rigorous 
safety checks (Strategic Environmental Assessment) before adopting any plan or 
programme involving energy developments or land-use change. It goes a long way 
beyond a mere cosy chat with conservation bodies. In this context TAN8 is the 

A concrete turbine base built into excavated peat at a mid Wales development of wind turbines. A human figure 
stands at the top left of the concrete to indicate the scale. Each blade on the turbines in this development has

been replaced at least once and the replacements of repairs occurs in Eastern Europe.
Photo: Cefn Croes Action Group
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In the most sparsely populated area alone - mid Wales:

•	 Activities	 related	 to	 environmental	 quality	 (direct	 and	 indirect)	 is	 over	 £1bn	
contributing	£300m	to	GDP.

Wind turbines – the collision course with nature
The environment provides people with their living and supports physical and mental 
wellbeing.  Rare wildlife can still be experienced here. Curlew, golden plover, red 
grouse, buzzard, brown hare and otter are just a few of the species that depend 
upon the sparsely populated uplands. They are threatened by major development 
that may also impact bat roosts and their feeding grounds. Will their food supply 
end up stuck to turbine blades? Impact on birds will increase; one Environmental 
Statement noted: “If red kites are not displaced from the wind farm areas then it is 
apparent that they will be at risk of collision with turbines. A relatively high number 
of collisions have been reported from Germany... with deaths also reported from 
wind farms in Wales and Scotland.”

Researchers warn that, as the area given over to wind turbines expands and their height 
increases from around 150 to 450ft then environmental impact will also escalate. 
“We found evidence for localised reductions in bird breeding density around upland 
wind farms. Importantly, for the first time, we have quantified such effects across a 
wide range of species,” said James Pearce-Higgins, Royal Society for the Protection 
of Birds Ecologist. Writing in the Journal of Applied Ecology, Pearce-Higgins and his 
colleagues said birds tended to stop nesting within half a mile of any turbine. Since 

of national and local significance because the local authority has a further 7 wind 
turbine infrastructure proposals awaiting determination this year with more to 
follow. These 5 applications total 165 turbines, from just under 400ft up to 450ft.  
Some would be on peatland and all give scant regard for the existing local rural 
economy, where tourism and people visiting the area for its wild and undeveloped 
character is the main employer. The impact on the undeveloped character of the 
landscape would be devastating not just on mid Wales, but also on the Shropshire 
Hills AONB, Cambrian Mountains, and Snowdonia National Park. 

Environmental protection – the holistic view of communities
Over the past 20 months thousands of people have joined the well-organised 
opposition and become better informed about planning, nature conservation, land 
use issues and energy; the more local people try to find out and are misled or 
thwarted, the greater becomes their determination.

Twenty groups have now formed an Alliance for the Inquiry to employ a senior 
Planning Barrister and expert witnesses; a costly and time consuming burden for 
hard-pressed rural communities. Together we are gathering evidence for Statements 
of Case, using the expertise within our communities to produce them, as well 
as contributing local knowledge for professional expert witnesses. Fundraising 
activities and events, begging letters and phone calls as well as searching one’s own 
bank account to swell the fighting fund, has become the order of the day.

Why have local communities not just accepted what we are told is inevitable? It’s 
simple, we really, really care about mid Wales. It is not just here to provide the 
populations of Birmingham and Liverpool with water. Nor is it just a place you 
drive through on the way to Cardigan Bay, itself a magnificent and undervalued 
habitat in which the Cambrian Mountains feature the magnificence of the unspoilt 
Pumlumon range, source of both Severn and Wye. It includes Radnorshire, most 
sparsely populated county in England and Wales, with a population density similar 
to that of the Outer Hebrides; a secluded landscape of commons, featuring more 
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) than any other county in England or Wales. 
To its north lies Montgomeryshire whose rolling hills and wide valleys retain their 
ancient small field patterns lost from much of the rest of Britain.  

This area’s wealth and integrity springs largely from landscape and wildlife-based 
tourism, using small mobile home parks, caravan sites and private accommodation 
providers. The Valuing Our Environment report 2001–2006, produced by 
Countryside Council for Wales, Welsh Assembly Government, Heritage Lottery 
Fund, Environment Agency Wales and The National Trust states, “The environment 
is fundamental to prosperity in Wales”, this is supported by the following evidence:

•	 £6bn	of	GDP	in	Wales	is	directly	dependent	on	the	environment	–	that	is	around	
9% of Welsh GDP

•	 The	management	and	use	of	the	environment,	and	the	knock-on	economic	effects	
of	this,	generates	output	of	goods	and	services	worth	£8.8bn	to	Wales	each	year.

Mid Wales peat extraction: an indication of the depth of peat damaged and extracted for one wind turbine. 
Photo: Cefn Croes Action Group
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installation; increasing the number and size of transmission infrastructure all of which 
represents a significant addition cost to consumers. 

What this means in practice is that as more wind turbines come on line they require 
a greater proportion of back up by reliable generation; 90% according to EON Netz, 
which also says that it could take 50 gigawatts of renewable electricity generation 
to meet the EU target. But it would require around 90% of this amount as back up 
from coal and gas plants to ensure security of supply. This will require a significant 
increase in Britain’s generating capacity, at considerable cost, simply to maintain the 
current level of secure supply, as evidenced by National Grid’s own estimates which 

the effect extends around each machine, up to two square miles could be affected 
by one turbine. Pearce-Higgins said: “Our results highlight significant avoidance of 
otherwise apparently suitable habitat close to turbines in at least seven of the 12 
species studied, with equivocal evidence for avoidance in a further two species.”

The mid Wales uplands have significant peat deposits as well as dark soils. Peat 
displacement and other impacts are caused by an average of 300cu meters of 
concrete base per turbine, as well as aggregate for turbine bases, together with 
crane pads, sub-stations and access tracks. After cutting, peat dies back continuously 
so the degradation is incremental according to Friends of the Irish Peat Bogs’ report 
in May 2011.

Reliable base-load power – not possible from wind 
So where does this take us in considering Ofgem’s priorities of secure, reliable supply of 
affordable electricity and reduced carbon dioxide emissions? Wind turbines provide an 
intermittent source of electricity because wind is intermittent. Manufacturers state that 
wind turbines are 85% efficient (when the wind is blowing). So what does this mean in 
reality? National Grid data shows that wind turbines cannot be relied upon to provide 
us with electricity when we need it most. For example, in the bitter cold of December 
and January 2009-10 wind failed when it was needed most, supplying only 0.2% of a 
possible 5% of the UK’s electricity. Jeremy Nicholson, director of the Energy Intensive 
Users Group (EIUG), warned of an impending crisis when the UK is reliant on 6,400 
turbines accounting for a quarter of all UK electricity demand over the next 10 years. He 
said the shortfall in power generated by wind during cold snaps seriously undermined 
the Government’s pledge to build nine major new wind ‘super farms’ by 2020. “If we 
had this 30 gigawatts of wind power, it wouldn’t have contributed anything of any 
significance this winter,” he said. “The current cold snap is a warning that our power 
generation and gas supplies are under strain and it is getting worse.” In Germany their 
20,000MW of wind energy requires 90% back-up from conventional sources; indeed 
Rupert Steele of Scottish Power/Iberdrola admitted on 22 April 2009 that the 30GW of 
wind proposed for the UK would require 25GW of back up supply from other sources.

Electricity Companies are compelled to buy electricity from renewable sources at prices 
inflated by Renewable Obligation Certificates (ROCs). The additional cost is, of course, 
passed	on	to	consumers,	inflating	our	collective	bill	by	around	£200/MWhr,	taking	into	
account the ROC subsidy, back up generation and additional transmission costs. This is 
over four times the cost of energy from conventional or nuclear sources. Subsidies for 
on-shore wind are higher in the UK than for virtually any other European country with 
a large wind investment (EU Report into European Energy Market 2010). Even taking 
into account the 10% reduction in subsidies in 2012 it is likely that by 2020 the cost of 
ROCs	will	be	£15bn	–	1%	of	GDP.	Dutch	engineer	Fred	Udo	has	produced	informative	
wind energy information, based on EIRGRID real-time data, his abstract states: “In the 
absence of hydro-energy the CO

2
 production of the conventional generation increases 

with wind energy penetration. The data shows that the reduction of CO
2
 emissions 

is at most a few % if gas fired generation is used for balancing a 30% share of wind 
energy.” Wind turbines require at least 90% backup from reliable controllable energy 
sources. Additional grid connection is needed to meet the installed capacity of wind 

The open and undeveloped environment of Nant Y Moch in mid wales. Rich in history and valued for its wild land 
character and potential for ecological enhancement, the area has instead been zoned for possible wind turbine

infrastructure in Welsh planning guidance, against strong opposition. Its future ownership remains uncertain.
Photo: Simon Ayres
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Trump’s golf course - 
Society’s nature 
The death and resurrection 
of nature conservation
The story of Trump’s golf resort development in Scotland, part of which falls on a 
protected natural area, is more than just another example of nature succumbing to 
economics. It symbolises the death of traditional nature conservation as a stand-alone 
exercise. The new green phoenix that arises from the ashes will need to integrate 
current, place-based conservation with a (local) green economy and sustainable living.

KOEN ARTS & GINA MAFFEY

I. Tee off
“I have never seen such an unspoiled and dramatic seaside landscape,” said 
a flamboyant American millionaire, “and the location makes it perfect for our 
development”.2 The flamboyant millionaire was none other than Donald Trump, 
and the unspoiled and dramatic seaside landscape was part of a unique sand 
dune system stretching northwards along the Scottish coastline from Aberdeen. 
In 2006, Trump bought Menie Estate in Aberdeenshire with the intention to build 
the “world’s greatest golf course”.3 More precisely, a golf resort that would include 
two 18 hole golf courses,  a clubhouse, golf academy, driving range, 450 room 
five-star hotel, 36 golf villas, 950 holiday homes, and space for future residential 
development of 500 houses.4 

There were ‘minor’ issues from the beginning of the development; the north of 
the estate was designated as a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI); there were 
tentative plans for an offshore wind farm nearby; and Menie Estate encircled the 
homes and land of local residents (Map 1). But none of these issues deterred a 
seasoned and powerful developer like Trump. In the words of one of his lawyers: 
“the word ‘cannot’ does not appear in his dictionary”5. Business leaders, tourism 
representatives, the First Minister and others across Scotland were in high spirits. 
Staggering promises popped up in the media: an investment of one billion pounds 
generating 6,000 jobs during the building process. And not to forget a new primary 
school, a new bus service and half a million pounds to aid social learning.

II. In the rough
In 2007, Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) really began to spoil the party, as they 
advised Aberdeenshire Council on the proposal. “This development, specifically 

shows that by 2025 the Nation needs a 21% increase in generating capacity to 
meet a 2% increase in demand. 

In Wales we did see a reduction in carbon emissions in 2011. But was this caused 
by the closures of the Neath Port Talbot Steelworks and Anglesey Aluminium? Had 
it anything to do with industrial wind turbines installed across undeveloped rural 
Wales and the decimation of our peat bogs?

Core wild area safe for now?
Finally, in a surprise but welcome move in April, SSE Renewables announced it had 
delayed lodging a development consent order for the 62-turbine development it 
has proposed for Nant y Moch after considering the “investment climate”. SSE 
Renewables said it was “likely” that it would not make any further investment into 
the Nant y Moch development, and later in April the area was put on the market 
for	£1.2m,	although	the	potential	for	wind	turbine	development	was	included	in	
the prospectus. Nant Y Moch is a core wild area of the Cambrian Mountains and 
high profile campaigns have been mounted to protect it from wind infrastructure 
developments. Nant Y Moch has a special environmental quality that wilderness 
campaigners would protect with direct action in places overseas. The Cambrian 
Mountains Society has tried to get the area designated in recent years but the area’s 
zoning for potential wind turbines has perhaps been too much of a distraction in 
policy circles at WAG. As ECOS goes to press it is hoped that the area can now 
be secured by conservation or amenity groups so that future generations can 
experience Nant Y Moch for its wildlife and rich tranquillity.   

Alison Davies is Chair of the Campaign for Upland Powys. chairman@cupowys.org

Snow at Glaslyn, looking to Pumlumon in the heart of the Cambrian mountains. Possible wind turbine infrastructure 
across this landscape would prevent other possibilities for wildlife improvement and retaining the area’s wild land values.    
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