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Stasis and the State of
Nature in Wales

The grim decline of nature in the UK continues. 56% of UK species studied have declined
over the past 50 years according to the latest State of Nature report from RSPB et al.
This article looks at some particular issues in Wales, as corporate managers oversee a
continued period of inaction.

MICK GREEN

Tracking the downward trends

The latest State of Nature report ( https://ww2.rspb.org.uk/our-work/stateofnature2016/
) builds on the first version in 2013. The evidence is collated through a collaboration of
53 organisations including the RSPB, Wildlife Trusts, National Trust, WWF, Woodland
Trust the Marine Conservation Society and Whale and Dolphin Conservation. A separate
State of Nature in Wales report has also been published.

To confuse the issue, the State of Nature Report, produced by NGOs, was issued
around the same time as the State of Natural Resources Report (SoNaRR) which
is Natural Resources Wales’ (NRW) statutory publication, which assesses natural
resources in Wales. This is the first edition of the report which NRW are required
to produce for every session of the Senedd (Welsh Parliament) under the recently
passed Environment (Wales) Act.

The key findings of the State of Nature in Wales report are:

e Onein 14 species is heading for extinction including the corn bunting and turtle
dove, both of which are priority species in Wales- listed under Section 7 of the
Environment (Wales) Act 2016;

e From 1970-2013, 57% of wild plants, 60% of butterflies and 40% of birds are
in decline; and

e For Welsh priority species, 33% of those assessed are classified as declining over
the last decade, 43% are classified as stable or of little change, and for 24% the
outlook has improved.

The SoNaRR report shows an equally gloomy outlook. The Report states “The
condition of SAC and SPA species features on sites in Wales, as reported in 2013,
remains mostly unfavourable (55%). Between 2002 and 2008, fewer than half of
the species on the interim Section 7 list were considered to be stable or increasing.
Wales (along with the UK as a whole) did not meet the 2010 international and
national biodiversity targets”. Of 15 habitat types assessed, 13 were assessed
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as in ‘bad’ condition, the remaining 2 could not be assessed due to inadequate
information. Much of the information used in the assessment comes from 2013: a
referenced to the original State of Nature report.

Throughout SoNaRR there are many data gaps identified and it is clear that NRW
does not have the funds to monitor and keep track of the contemporary state of
nature in Wales.

Celebrating or exploiting nature?

When the original State of Nature Report was launched in Wales in 2013
Conservationist and TV naturalist lolo Williams gave an impassioned speech at
the launch where he accused the ‘men in suits’ for continued inaction over the
years. Following the new report it is still worth watching his speech at https:/www.
youtube.com/watch?v=FnJQjtvnggA . When | asked him to comment on the new
report lolo said (and | paraphrase) “why have a new report when we never acted on
the old one — nothing has changed, no action came out of the old report”.

The situation in Wales has got worse since 2013, not just in the continued disastrous
loss of nature but also in the increased dominance of people in suits (of whatever
gender). As lolo pointed out, with the creation of Natural Resources Wales the
official language has changed dramatically. We no longer talk in Wales about
Nature or Conservation. It is all about the “sustainable use of natural resources”.
‘Maximum sustainable yield" has re-entered the lexicon, suggesting it is all about
how we can exploit our natural environment. We are harking back to the 1900s
language of early conservation management as it grew out of the US, with people
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like Gifford Pinchot who thought we could improve on nature to maximise game
management, or the US ‘wise use’ movement that developed from the 1980s as a
backlash to the growth of the environmental movement. The new Trump era in the
US may well encourage a resurgence of this deregulation and exploitative culture
in wildlife management.

Rising to the challenge or changing the agenda?

The rise of the ‘suits’ has continued, exacerbated by the cutbacks to NRW's budgets.
There have been several rounds of redundancies and many of the ecological
experts, run down and disillusioned by the lack of support from senior management
and the new language, have chosen to take early severance. NRW is now run by
corporate managers with no real ecological experience. Welsh Government has
been consulting on a range of policy documents such as the ‘Natural Resources
Management Plan’ — this contains no details, no plan, no proposed outcomes
and no proposals to stop declines of wildlife. Recent Welsh Government decisions
confirm their direction of travel: let's build a motorway over the Gwent levels SSSI
(and a culturally and historically significant landscape), lets open up Cardigan
Bay Special Area of Conservation to highly destructive scallop dredging, let's give
permission (and Government cash) into a motor racing circuit on a peatland site.
Let us continue to be the only place in the world on the migratory flyway of the
Greenland Whitefronted Goose (a sub-species in serious decline) to still allow this
species to be shot. Let’s give licences to wealthy landowners to shoot cormorants
and goosanders purely on the basis they might eat some fish — in clear breach of
the law as no specific evidence that the birds have a ‘serious impact’ on the fishery
has been provided.

We have had a series of environment Ministers with no interest in the environment,
and the environment does not even feature in the priorities for this term of the
Senedd. Welsh Government claims to be ‘evidence based’ but does not have the
expertise to analyse the evidence. It puts no resources into collecting relevant
evidence and it cherry picks the evidence that supports its decisions. The Welsh
Government fails to apply the ‘precautionary principle’ even though it is enshrined
in law in the original Wales Act granting devolution.

Halting, hot helping, the culture change in Welsh Government

At a recent debate on the State of Nature Report in the Senedd there were some
good and informed contributions from various Assembly Members. However, the
Minister merely read a bland prepared statement — there is no passion and no
ambition for Nature in Welsh government at a Ministerial level and amongst the
officials.

lolo Willimans is right in that we do not need any more reports. NGOs are getting
too allied to government and are simply dealing in policy reports and inappropriate
language which helps the new mindset of exploiting nature. What we need is action
on the ground before we lose anymore species from Wales.

Mick Green is a freelance ecologist. mick@gn.apc.org
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