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When the consultation on the single environment body (its working title through earlier 
consultations) was slipped out it was noticeable that the word ‘environment’ had been 
dropped from its title. It has also been made clear that this is not a merger of the 
existing bodies, they are to be abolished and a new body will be put in their place – the 
consultation is on the working arrangements, not on whether it is a good idea. 

The current Living Wales consultation suffers from the same problem as 
earlier versions: there is no structure given as to how the new approach will be 
implemented. For those of us who have been pushing for a move away from a 
reliance on site and species based conservation to a more holistic approach, and 
responded enthusiastically to the earlier iterations of the framework, the Green 
Paper is more than a disappointment, it is highly worrying. While introducing the 
ecosystem approach as defined by the Conference of the Parties on the Convention 
on Biological Diversity as: “A strategy for the integrated management of land, water 
and living resources that promotes nature conservation and sustainable use in an 
equitable way recognising that humans with their cultural diversity are an integral 
part of ecosystems” the rest of the document concentrates on natural resource 
management with an emphasis on what the natural environment can do for us, 
not what we can do for the environment. The tone of the document is shown by 
the 11 references to biodiversity compared with 55 references to development. 
‘Biodiversity’ is seen as underpinning ecosystem services and our place in those 
ecosystems seems to be to exploit their services, not to act as an integral part of 
nature. The overall aim is to manage the environment as a whole in order “to 
ensure that Wales has increasingly resilient and diverse ecosystems that deliver 
environmental, economic and social benefits now and in the future”. There is no 
mention of protecting our environment and its wildlife for its intrinsic value.

There is little mention of the existing protection measures such a SSSIs. We are in 
danger of throwing the baby out with the bathwater here. Unless there is a firm 
commitment to retain, improve and extend existing sites we could lose the little we 
already have before any new approach is properly implemented. The existing suite 
of protected sites needs to act as a reservoir from which wildlife can spread into 
properly managed countryside beyond. 

Helping development or wildlife?
The Green Paper lacks any real aspiration and concentrates too much on mechanisms 
to deliver an ill-defined target. There should be much more emphasis on what are the 
environmental outcomes that we are aiming for along with a real aspiration for more 
wildlife, more and better condition habitats along with the welcome aim of ‘more 
resilient ecosystems’. One of the core problems of the document is that there is no 
mechanism for delivery of an ‘ecosystem approach’ in the wider countryside. There is 
a nod to ‘Glastir’ (the new and much derided Welsh Agri-environment scheme) but 
no analysis of how that might help deliver better outcomes in terms of wildlife. 

Much of the document looks at ‘streamlining’ the consents and licensing processes. 
Whilst these processes can certainly be improved, they should not be streamlined to 
make life easier for developers at the expense of the environment. 

A lifeless living Wales?
Consultations on green reforms in Wales, including a single environmental delivery body, 
have set alarm bells ringing amongst conservationists. Policy making for wildlife looks 
set to become diluted and led by an economic imperative. This article assesses the task 
of salvaging something worthwhile from the drastic proposals. 
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Consultations and changing the rules
Two important consultations have recently been launched that will fundamentally 
change the way Wales’ natural environment is managed and governed. Both 
consultations build on the ‘Natural Environment Framework’ which has been 
gaining momentum since 2010 (See ECOS 31(2), pages 4-5). The framework 
proposed an ecosystem based approach to wildlife conservation, with a move 
away from conservation based on small sites or individual species to a wider 
countryside approach. It also began the development of a new body for delivery 
of the framework, with the abolition of the Countryside Council for Wales, the 
Environment Agency (Wales) and the Forestry Commission (Wales) and the creation 
of a new ‘single environment body’ to co-ordinate countryside management and 
wildlife licensing. 

The first consultation – entitled ‘Sustaining a Living Wales’ – is a green paper on ‘a 
new approach to natural resource management in Wales’. This was given a public 
launch by the Environment Minister John Griffiths at the end of January. The second 
– entitled ‘Natural Resources Wales’ – was slipped out more quietly a week later and 
is a consultation on ‘proposed arrangements for establishing a new body for the 
management of Wales’ natural resources’. 

Upheaval at what environmental cost? 
The development of the Natural Environment Framework was originally driven by 
Wales’ failure to meet the 2010 targets to stem the decline in biodiversity. It was 
generally welcomed as a positive approach although the main concern amongst 
most respondents was that the document lacked details on how the new approach 
would actually be implemented.

Since the initial consultations, and following a change of Minister, the new consultations 
have changed the emphasis considerably and set alarm bells ringing amongst 
conservationists in Wales. The launch of the Living Wales consultation was at Port 
Talbot Steel Works where the Minister said “Our natural environment here in Wales 
is crucial to both our future and our economy. That is why it is so important that we 
fully understand its value and manage it in a way that delivers the best environmental 
and economic outcomes for Wales, both now and in the future”. The emphasis of the 
launch was on the economic benefits of our natural resources, and the need to make 
regulation more ‘streamlined’. 
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Heartlands and wildwoods
This article considers the potential for native woodland restoration in the Welsh Uplands. 
It reflects on the cultural tensions surrounding rewilding in Wales in the late 1990s 
and discusses the progress of the fledgling Cambrian Wildwood, and wildwoods across 
Wales in the context of impending CAP reform.

SOPHIE WYNNE JONES 

Travelling back from a recent trip to the Scottish borders, serendipity took me down 
the A708 towards Moffat where a sign caught my eye: ‘Carrifran Wildwood’. I 
stopped the car and announced to my bemused partner that we must have a look. 
This was a celebrated project I had heard of around the turn of millennium, when 
the Borders Forest Trust first bought the site and set about planting over half a 
million trees in this previously denuded valley. Ten years on, and the results were 
breath-taking, with impressively diverse native woodland now clearly established 
in the valley bottom and rising to staggering heights towards the peaks, where 
juniper, birch, rowan, and willow prospered. Inspired by data from pollen cores 
which revealed the valley’s forgotten inhabitants, this particular wildwood has set 
a precedent for woodland restoration, both within Scotland and across the UK. 
Returning home to the depths of Mid-Wales, I was affronted of the denuded state 
of our uplands, but inspired to investigate the extent of reforestation projects here.

Rewilding Wales
My starting point was the work of Peter Taylor who put forward aspirations to 
rewild the British uplands at the end of the 1990s, in his book Beyond Conservation. 
Taylor began his exploration of rewilding whilst living in Wales, in the Rhinogedd 
near Harlech. Here he launched an appeal for a wildwood stretching across 
Snowdonia, which could one day support a wilder ecosystem incorporating lynx 
and wild herbivores. Explaining his motivation, Taylor argued that conservation had 
operated off the back foot for too long, and it was time to become more proactive, 
to re-create what had been lost. 

At the outset, his message was entertained by some of the major NGOs, with the 
National Trust in particular taking a keen interest in the potential for rewilding 
around their iconic Snowdon estate. But later, the staunch reaction from the farming 
community laid rest to any further discussions. Typifying the response from farmers, 
but also many conservationists arguing for a distinctly Welsh vision, the conservation-
grazing group PONT1 gave the following statement in 2008: “If we apply international 
definitions of wilderness, there are no wilderness areas in Wales, and there is no 
potential for such areas... In its place, we have a glorious landscape, the wildlife of 
which has been shaped over thousands of years as the mainly unintentional by-product 
of generations of people toiling to provide a living for their families. This is also our 
cultural landscape and it is special and precious; its values should be celebrated and 
not diminished through comparison with something that happens elsewhere.” 

The independent voice for nature – to be swallowed whole? 
The consultation on the single (now a non-environmental) body is more worrying. 
The overall aim of the body is “To ensure that Wales has increasingly resilient and 
diverse ecosystems that deliver environmental, economic and social benefits now 
and in the future”. The main factors driving the need for change are given as: The 
need to modernise regulation and natural resource management; the need to focus 
on Wales’ priorities; opportunities and challenges reflected in Welsh legislation and 
policy; and the need to ensure value for money. The original driver for change – the 
failure to meet our 2010 target and the continued loss of wildlife – has been lost.

The new organisation is to be purely a delivery body. All work on policy is to be 
moved into the Welsh Government. This means there will be no independent official 
voice on conservation policy in Wales. The considerable expertise within the existing 
bodies will be lost and the Welsh Assembly and its predecessors do not have a good 
track record on environmental policy.

Unless protection and improvement of wildlife and habitats is legally embedded 
in the constitution of the new organisation it is in danger of becoming lost and 
overwhelmed in the drive to become a streamlined ‘enabling’ body, giving out 
consents and licences to one and all. If, as stated above, Glastir is to be a major 
delivery mechanism then it would need to be delivered by the new body – however 
it is to remain, along with the rest of the agricultural regulatory mechanisms, within 
Welsh government, leaving a gaping hole in the potential for a holistic approach 
to countryside management. Similarly, in the marine environment, fisheries 
management remains within the Welsh Government’s remit so that there can be no 
joined-up management of our marine ecosystems.

The UK context for Welsh wildlife protection 
Whilst organisations in Wales will no doubt be responding robustly to the 
consultation it is worrying that the proposals appear unreported in the rest of the 
UK – if it had been proposed to abolish the equivalent bodies in England it would 
have received considerable coverage and national conservation organisations would 
probably have put much greater resources into responses. Whilst the original driver 
and ideas for this change were sound the process has been hijacked and it is vital 
that we get the process back on track to ensure a sound future for the wildlife of 
Wales. For this we need support from across the UK. 

Mick Green runs the consultancy Ecology Matters. mick@gn.apc.org 


