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SCRUTINY COMMITTEE REPORT

To:  Chair, Ladies and Gentlemen

Countryside Elements within Planning Policy and 
Implementation

1.0 SUMMARY OF THE REPORT

1.1 The purpose of this report is to inform Members of Scrutiny Committee of the 
countryside elements within the Planning Policy and Implementation Section, which 
in turn, will make Members aware of their remit in respect of the countryside. 

1.2 This report provides an overview of the countryside service currently provided by the 
Section and identifies emerging areas of work resulting from legislative changes 
and/or service priorities. The countryside service comprises of ecology/biodiversity 
and landscape elements, which are delivered by x1 Countryside Officer, x1 
Biodiversity Officer and x1 Landscape Architect. The delivery of projects which 
provide countryside, biodiversity and landscape benefits are primarily dependent on 
the availability of external funding.

2.0 RECOMMENDATION(S)

2.1 That the Scrutiny Committee notes the contents of this report.

3.0 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

3.1 Scrutiny Committee has requested a report providing information on the countryside 
elements that the fall within the Planning Policy and Implementation Section of the 
Planning and Countryside Division. In particular, information has been requested on 
areas of responsibility, including any existing targets. The purpose of the report is to 
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make Scrutiny Committee Members aware of the countryside elements that fall 
within their remit.

3.2 The Planning Policy and Implementation Section is responsible for the provision of 
services relating to, amongst other things, ecology/biodiversity and landscape. In 
order to fulfil these functions, the Section employs a Countryside Officer, Biodiversity 
Officer and Landscape Architect. 

3.3 The following sections provide an overview of the ecology/biodiversity and landscape 
services currently provided by the Section and identify emerging areas of work, 
resulting from legislative/regulatory changes and/or service priorities. Current targets 
are also identified, where appropriate.    

4.0 WHERE WE ARE NOW

Ecology/Biodiversity 

4.1 Section 6 of the Environment Act 2016, which became law on 21st March 2016, 
places a statutory requirement on public authorities to ‘seek to maintain and enhance 
biodiversity in the exercise of functions in relation to Wales, and in doing so promote 
the resilience of ecosystems, so far as consistent with the proper exercise of those 
functions’. The duty replaces the biodiversity duty under section 40 of the Natural 
Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 in relation to Wales. Failure to meet 
the duty could have legal implications for the Council.

4.2 In order to meet the Council’s statutory duties in respect of biodiversity and resilience 
of ecosystems, the Countryside Officer and Biodiversity Officer are undertaking the 
following work:

 Supporting and administering the Local Biodiversity Partnership, which consists 
of the Merthyr Tydfil CBC Biodiversity Champion (elected Member) a variety of 
individuals, community groups, and voluntary, government and non-government 
organisations who meet on a quarterly basis. 

 Supporting and co-ordinating the implementation of the Merthyr Tydfil 
Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP), which sets out the objectives, targets and actions 
for the conservation of biodiversity within the County Borough up to 2019.

 Undertaking a range of practical biodiversity and countryside and community 
environmental improvement projects, such as river cleans; native and wildflower 
planting, hedgerow laying, woodland management, fencing and drystone walling.

 Recording practical projects on the Biodiversity Action Reporting System (set up 
by statutory environmental organisations), which is a web based information 
system that allows the Authority, along with other statutory bodies and 
organisations, to report on what is being done locally to maintain or enhance 
biodiversity and ecosystems in support of the Merthyr Tydfil Biodiversity Action 
Plan.

 Providing a range of educational activities and programmes which raise 
awareness of biodiversity issues and encourage public involvement in the natural 
environment as identified in the Merthyr Tydfil Biodiversity Action Plan. An 
example of this is the co-ordination of a range of community activities and events 
over biodiversity week which is held annually for one week in June.



 Supporting the Local Biodiversity Partnership, other partner organisations and 
landowners in the delivery of practical environmental projects on Local Authority 
and privately owned land.

 Undertaking species and habitat surveys in order to identify priorities, risks and 
opportunities for maintaining and enhancing biodiversity and ecosystems within 
the County Borough.

 Providing specialist ecological and environmental advice and support to planning 
officers in the consideration  of pre-application advice, planning applications and 
screening/scoping opinions for Environmental Impact Assessments1 (EIA) that 
have the potential to affect Sites of Importance for Nature Conservation (SINC), 
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), protected and priority species2, and 
local habitats and species identified within the Merthyr Tydfil BAP.

 Providing specialist ecological advice and support in the preparation of the Local 
Development Plan through the review of SINCs and the preparation of a 
Strategic Environmental Assessment3 (SEA), Sustainability Appraisal4 (SA) and 
Habitat Regulations Assessment5 (HRA). 

 Ensuring ecological mitigation and compensation measures, which are secured 
as part of planning permissions, are effectively implemented and monitored. An 
example of this is the Ffos-Y-Fran Ecological Management Plan and Restoration 
Strategy.

 Supporting other Council departments in meeting the biodiversity and resilience 
of ecosystems duty, and providing an annual audit of the actions undertaken in 
order to demonstrate compliance with the duty to the Welsh Government. This 
has developed to include providing support and advice on how the Future 
Generations and Well-being Act may reasonably incorporate environmental 
considerations. 

 Managing Taf Fechan Nature Reserve/SSSI in respect of its nature conservation 
interests with the support of the partner organisations, such as the Wildlife Trust 
of South and West Wales through the Taf Fechan Local Nature Reserve Joint 
Management Committee which includes local elected Member representations. 

 Processing statutory tree and woodland preservation orders.
 Securing and managing the delivery of external grant funding. Currently, the 

Section is responsible for the delivery of two work streams of the £1.2 million 
Welsh Government Environment and Sustainable Development Grant secured 
by the Authority; namely, £27,000 for ‘Natural Resource Management’ and 
£25,000 for ‘Local Environment Quality’. The money must be spent and the 
related projects delivered within the 2016/2017 financial year.

 Providing environmental support and advice to other Officers and the Local 
Action Group in the delivery of the EU funded Rural Development Grant.

 Reporting notifiable plant diseases to the appropriate Government Agencies and 
coordinating the implementation of Statutory Plant Health Notices and 
subsequent Management Plans with relevant departments and partner 
organisations such as is ongoing at Cyfarthfa Park.

1 Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) (Wales) Regulations 2016.
2 EU Directive 92/43/EEC, Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010 and Wildlife and 
Countryside Act 1981
3 The Environmental Assessment of Plans and Programmes (Wales) Regulations 2004.
4 Section 39 of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004.
5 EU Directive 92/43/EEC and Conservation of Habitats and Species Regulations 2010.



Landscape

4.3 The Council’s landscape architect is a member of the Landscape Institute; the Royal 
Chartered body for landscape architects with a background in horticulture. The Institute is a 
professional organisation and educational charity working to protect, conserve and enhance 
the natural and built environment for the public benefit. 'Landscape architecture: a guide for 
clients', 2012, explains the profession as:

"Landscape architecture is rooted in an understanding of how the environment works and 
what makes each place unique. It is a blend of science and art, vision and thought. It is a 
creative profession skilled in strategic planning, delivery and management. Landscape 
architects bring knowledge of natural sciences, environmental law and planning policy. 
They lead teams, engage stakeholders and manage conflicting demands. And they create 
delight with beautiful designs, protecting and enhancing our most cherished landscapes 
and townscapes".

4.4 The Council’s landscape architect provides the following services:
 Landscape, design and implementation service from inception to final account.
 Preparation of, facilitation through advice and practical implementation of the 

Merthyr Tydfil Open Space Strategy. This has included the preparation of 
management frameworks for priority open spaces and undertaking community 
and stakeholder engagement. 

 Providing specialist advice and support to planning officers in the consideration 
of pre-application advice, planning applications and screening/scoping opinions 
for EIAs that have the potential to affect the landscape character of the County 
Borough. Specialist advice is also provided in respect of landscaping schemes 
for new developments.

 Free advice is provided to the public over the control of invasive species such a 
Japanese Knotweed and a GIS database is kept of reporting of this species.

 Providing specialist landscape design advice and support to other Council 
departments.

 Instrumental in supporting project work through advice and skills demonstration 
i.e. the Cyfartha Greenhouses Project.

 Practical and technical support to the Countryside and Biodiversity Officers in 
undertaking a range of biodiversity and countryside projects.

 Provision of specialist advice and support in the preparation of the Local 
Development Plan through the identification of Special Landscape Areas and the 
preparation of a Strategic Environmental Assessments and Sustainability 
Appraisals. 

 Championing the role of Green Infrastructure within the Planning Department 
and wider local authority area through implementation, policy and events.

4.5 In summary the Landscape Institute's Royal Charter of Incorporation, 1997 explains 
the contribution of the profession as:

"All aspects of the science, planning, design, implementation and management of 
landscapes and their environment in urban and rural areas and the assessment, 
conservation, development, creation and sustainability of landscapes with a view to 
promoting landscapes which are aesthetically pleasing, functional and ecologically and 
biologically healthy and which when required are able to accommodate the built 
environment in all its forms"



5.0 WHAT WE NEED TO DO NEXT 

5.1 The Environment Act 2016 requires the Council to prepare and publish a plan on 
how we intend to comply with the biodiversity and resilience of ecosystems duty 
highlighted in Section 4.1 above. Whilst the Act does not specify when a public 
authority must prepare and publish its first plan, Welsh Government guidance6 
indicates that the intention is that it will be within the first year of the Act coming into 
force.

5.2 In addition, the Council will be responsible for reporting on the outcomes of how the 
duty has been met. The first report is due in 2019 and then subsequently every three 
years. Whilst the need to fulfil this particular requirement is not immediate, there is 
currently no structure in place to ensure this duty is addressed, and consideration 
needs to be given to how it can be integrated with the requirements of the Well-being 
of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. In respect of the latter, the Section will also 
need to contribute to the setting of the Council’s well-being objectives by mid-2017 
and to the preparation of the Well-being Plan by mid-2018. It is considered essential 
that the knowledge and experience of the Section contributes to this work, especially 
in relation to meeting two of the Act’s Well-being Goals: ‘A resilient Wales’ and ‘A 
healthier Wales’.

5.3 The successful implementation of the Merthyr Tydfil Open Space Strategy is a 
service priority for the Section as it assists the Council in the Single Integrated Plan’s 
priority outcome for healthy lifestyles, which states that the Council will ‘protect, 
improve, promote and provide sufficient use of safe, accessible open and green 
spaces to meet the socio-economic, health and learning needs of residents and 
communities of Merthyr Tydfil’ (Page 41).

5.4 The draft management frameworks for priority open spaces need to be agreed and 
finalised through community and stakeholder engagement, and the programme of 
improvements will need to be delivered through, or in conjunction with, community 
groups or other partner organisations. As indicated section 4.3 above, a certain 
amount of funding has been secured through the Welsh Government’s Environment 
and Sustainable Development Grant; however, other sources of funding, such as the 
Community Infrastructure Levy and Rural Development Plan, will also need to be 
explored.

5.5 A further service priority is to review the County Borough’s Tree Preservation Orders 
(TPO) and to commence the preparation of a tree strategy. The County Borough 
contains 64 TPOs, which relate to individual trees, groups of trees and woodlands. 
The first TPO was made in 1946 with the most recent being made in 2014. All TPOs 
confirmed prior to 2008 (55 in total) will need to be reviewed in order to ensure that 
they are accurate.

5.6 In respect of a tree strategy, survey work has been undertaken on visually important 
trees and Natural Resources Wales has undertaken a tree cover survey of the 
County Borough. The most successful and effective landscape interventions in the 
urban environment in Merthyr Tydfil have been ‘street trees’ and knowledge and 
experience have been developed on the most appropriate ‘pallet’ of trees. It is 

6 Environment (Wales) Act 2016 Factsheet – Biodiversity and Resilience of Ecosystems Duty (Welsh 
Government - 2016)



therefore considered important to compile and share this knowledge and experience 
and to set out future actions by preparing a tree strategy for the County Borough.
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