
Civic Centre, Castle Street, 
Merthyr Tydfil    CF47 8AN

Main Tel: 01685 725000 www.merthyr.gov.uk

SCRUTINY COMMITTEE REPORT

To:  Chair, Ladies and Gentlemen

Grounds maintenance, Parks and Open Spaces

1.0 SUMMARY OF THE REPORT

1.1 To update the Scrutiny committee on the key priorities, main risks and challenges 
currently facing Neighbourhood Services in relation to the parks, grounds 
maintenance and open spaces service.

2.0 RECOMMENDATION(S)

2.1 That the scrutiny committee notes the contents of this report.

3.0 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

3.1 Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council is custodian of 619 hectares of publicly 
owned open space.  We believe it is important to look after, protect and develop our 
Parks and Public Open Spaces ranging from large parks to our small playgrounds 
and “doorstep” spaces within our residential areas.

Our parks, sports fields, play areas, school grounds etc. all add to the network of 
green spaces which contributes to the character of the County Borough.  They foster 
local pride and make a key contribution to the image of the County Borough.

The need for Parks and open spaces within the urban fabric is so universally 
understood that no one has ever felt it necessary to legislate for its provision.  
However being a non-statutory service it has had to change and adapt to manage 
the reduction in resources and the reduction in standards as a result of the efficiency 
savings made.
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The focus of this report is to highlight where community groups have supplemented 
and helped in provision of the service and where they may be utilised in the future

4.0 WHERE WE WERE 

4.1 GROUNDS MAINTENANCE, PARKS AND OPEN SPACES

4.2 Over the past five years the service has seen the loss of 21 full time members of 
staff which equates to a 60% cut (see fig 1).  In addition, there has been a loss of 
seasonal agency staff equivalent to 17 FTEs (full time equivalents).

Fig 1

4.3 In order to meet the requirements of the efficiency savings over recent years the 
department  has had to either change the way the service is provided or remove the 
service altogether. The efficiency savings have where possible been managed to 
minimise the effects on the public, however, some will have had an impact on the 
public.   A brief summary some of the changes can be seen below.

 Closure of the boroughs public conveniences 2014
 Mothballing of the playing fields not officially used for formal pitch sport.
 Asset transfer of Thomastown, Trelewis and Troedyrhiw bowling greens and the 

closure of Treharris park bowling green.
 Closure of the children’s paddling pools at Thomastown and Treharris parks.
 Cessation of the daily locking of parks and cemetery gates service.
 Seasonal bedding displays discontinued in all but Cyfarthfa Park.
 Council hanging baskets for the town centre stopped.
 Grass cutting frequencies reduced across all areas.
 Increase in fees and charges for the hire of sports facilities.

5.0    WHERE WE ARE NOW 

A general reduction in standards has been seen in all areas.  Grass cutting 
frequencies have dropped from ten cuts per annum to six in some areas and others 
being cut once or twice a year.  Summer bedding has generally been stopped in all 



areas except Cyfarthfa Park; Shrub beds have been grassed over or left with just a 
visit when they become problematic.  

Community engagement
5.1 Engaging with and encouraging community groups to become more active in the 

community has become more important and central to the way our services are 
shaped.  It is an important element in the Green Flag judging process as well as 
being a key theme in the Well Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015.   By 
supporting and encouraging these groups to take on some of the tasks traditionally 
supplied by the council communities can help with and have a say in how their 
surroundings are managed as well as providing opportunities for upskilling 
individuals and communities to help encourage local stewardship.

5.2 Local ward members provide a valuable link with the local communities and can help 
to provide feedback on the service and for setting new priorities as well as helping in 
the formation of new community groups. 
Below are listed some of the areas where this has worked:-

 The Dowlais, Pant and Penywern Community Action Group
Undergrowth clearance in and around Dowlais, Grass clearance Caeracca football 
pitch.

 The St Tydfil’s Park Neighbourhood Watch Group.
Weed clearance, litter picking, sign painting, and bulb planting.

 Friends of Cyfarthfa Park.
Working with the council and more recently the leisure trust they have helped to 
secure significant heritage lottery funding and have shaped the developments in 
Cyfarthfa Park.

 Friends of Taff Bargoed Park.
A long standing group who were instrimental in securing funding for the micro hydro 
electricity generating scheme which will provide future funds for developments within 
the park

 McDonald’s volunteers.
Carried out painting of gates and railings, weed clearance, installation of timber path 
edges.  Were instrumental in securing Green Flag Status for Aberfan cemetery.

 Ponsticill Environmental group
A very proactive group who have taken over running of the local public convenience 
following closure by the council.  Have completed numerous litter picks and tidy ups 
in the village and have more recently been looking at external funding for new 
equipment at the playground in the area.

5.3 Despite the reductions in staff levels and budgets we have managed to attain ‘Green 
Flag’ Status for Cyfarthfa Park (in conjunction with the Leisure Trust) and Taff 
Bargoed Park and more recently for Aberfan cemetery.   This is a nationally 
recognised quality mark which ensures standards are being met and the parks are 
being managed well.

5.4 As we cannot maintain every site to this standard we will endeavour to concentrate 
our resources on these strategic sites and to achieve the level required by the Green 
Flag award.

5.5 With the reduction in the frequency of grass cuts an increase in the wear and tear on 
the machinery has resulted.  We are gradually changing our grass cutting plant and 



machinery from rotary type mowers to flail type cutters which are more suited to 
longer grass.

5.6 Some of the areas that were regularly cut are now cut just once or twice a year.  
Other areas receive a 1 meter wide swath cut along path edges to maintain 
accessibility with the remainder of the grass cut at the end of the season.

5.7 We have significantly reduced the cost of the service over the last five years, but still 
provide an adequate service which is important to the general public. 

6.0 WHERE WE WANT TO BE 

6.1. The provision of safe, clean, welcoming, attractive and sustainable parks and open 
spaces within Merthyr Tydfil County Borough to the expectations of our customers 
wherever possible.

6.2. To encourage and facilitate healthy lifestyles by promoting opportunities for outdoor 
leisure and recreation, relaxation and fun, sport and play for the community of 
Merthyr Tydfil inclusive of local and visitor population of all ages and abilities.

6.3. To enhance the quality of the County Borough through the continuous improvement 
and maintenance of our parks and open spaces and to play an important role in 
economic regeneration by assisting in attracting tourism and inward investment.

6.4. Provision of a cost effective service comparable to the better performers within and 
outside the Principality.

6.5. To encourage a greater community awareness and usage of our parks and open 
spaces by proactive initiatives to enable national recognition of our assets (e.g. 
Green Flag/Customer Consultation/Promotional Literature)

6.6. To offer lifelong learning opportunities along with support for the sustainable ecology 
and biodiversity of the built environment.

6.7. To ensure protection of the parks inheritance and at the same time cater for the 
changing needs of a 21st Century society.

6.8 The service provides strong links with the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) 
Act 2015 and its seven well-being goals and our short term goal will be to build on 
these important links.

6.9 As the council cannot sustain the level of service provided in the past, it must look at 
innovative ways with which to provide the service.  The use of volunteers and 
community groups will become ever more important and we must work with these 
groups to help them help themselves.

6.10 It is envisaged that we will provide fewer sites in the future but the sites we do 
provide should meet the requirements of the Green Flag award thereby ensuring a 
minimum quality standard.

These overall aims link closely with the Vision, Strategic Aims and the Community Strategy 
of the Council.



7.0    WHAT WE NEED TO DO NEXT 

As we can no longer maintain everything to the standard we once did it will be essential to 
prioritise what we do.  In order to achieve our aims this must revolve around listening to our 
customers.  To this end public consultation and feedback will be the main driver for change 
understanding the present day’s user requirements and based on the following criteria:

a) Quality…….continuous improvement and maintenance

b) Community involvement…….increasing the community usage.

c) Education…….raise awareness of the value of parks.

d) Environmental…….conserve and enhance the natural environment and ecological 
balance.

e) Development…….examine partnership and external funding opportunities to benefit 
the users of our parks and open spaces.

7.1     Objective Statements (OS)

OS1 We will consult with our customers on the standard of our parks and open spaces 
and implement changes where appropriate and reasonably practicable.

OS2 We will provide an adequate level of parks and open spaces which will be 
maintained to the best possible standard by way of cleanliness, repair and grounds 
maintenance for public enjoyment and which meets the needs of our customers, 
being responsive as and when required.  National Standards will be the overriding 
aim.

OS3 We will look to develop opportunities to promote the value and usage of our parks 
and open spaces and to obtain national recognition for the standards achieved (e.g. 
Green Dragon, Wales in Bloom, Green Flag).

OS4 We will work with developers and planners in encouraging play provision that 
adequately meets the needs of new housing developments.

OS5 We will play our role in developing new opportunities that enhance amenities and 
facilities by reviewing and rationalising all assets as appropriate.

OS6 We will support and assist in the delivery of any special event associated with 
facilities for which we have responsibility.

 
OS7 We will show commitment to nature conservation, biodiversity and sustainability.

OS8 We will invest in our staff to increase our knowledge and skills base across the 
workforce.

OS9 We will attempt to maximise all potential funding resources.

OS10 We will continue to contribute to the Green Space Wales Forum so as to measure 
our performance against other authorities and keep up to date with best practice.



Current threats/opportunities: -

7.2 Asset transfer
We will continue to explore opportunities where community groups want to take 
ownership of their local facilities.  This has proved to be successful with the council’s 
bowling greens and we will use this as a blueprint to explore other areas.

7.3 Grass cutting
Recent years has seen the gradual increase in winter temperatures and the grass 
cutting season has extended with grass cutting activities starting earlier in April and 
continuing into November.  This combined with reduced resources has meant that 
the standard of our green space grass cutting has been reduced.  As this has 
happened over a relatively short space of time the residents of the town are not used 
to this change and it has become an issue.  

By working with the elected members and the public we plan on re prioritising the 
areas that are important to the public and which are not so important.  We have in 
recent years tried introducing wild flower areas to some verges with mixed reception.  
Some people see these areas as neglected, however they provide a valuable 
resource for biodiversity and especially pollinating insects.  Welsh Government has 
published its Action Plan for Pollinators in Wales in a bid to halt the decline in 
pollinators over the last 30 years. Merthyr’s proposals for future grass maintenance 
must take this into account.

7.4 Japanese Knotweed.
We have many sites within the borough, a lot of them on council owned land.  
Under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 it is an offence to plant or otherwise 
cause it to grow in the wild. If its spread is not controlled land owners may be liable 
to prosecution. 

We have been tackling it within the borough for many Years and have had some 
success on sites where we have been persistent with its treatment.

We will continue to update and log the locations throughout the borough on our 
knotweed database and deal with these sites based on the level of infestation and 
the effects it has on the community.

7.5 Dog Fouling and Litter Enforcement in our Parks and Cemeteries.

Dog fouling is always high on the list of public complaints and especially when it 
occurs in our public parks and cemeteries.  By setting up PSPOs (Public Spaces 
Protection Orders) for some or all of our parks and cemeteries and by working 
closely with our colleagues in the environmental cleansing and enforcement  
department we hope to utilise the new enforcement staff to reduce the incidence of 
irresponsible dog owners and litterers using the council’s facilities.

8.0 CONTRIBUTION TO WELLBEING OBJECTIVES

8.1 Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act  



8.2 The Wellbeing of Future Generations (WFG) Act became law in Wales on 29 April 
2015. The Act ensures that we are all working towards the same vision. These have 
been captured in the seven Wellbeing Goals:

 A prosperous Wales
 A resilient Wales
 A healthier Wales
 A more equal Wales
 A Wales of cohesive communities
 A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh Language
 A globally responsible Wales

8.3 The work of Neighbourhood services outlined in this report contributes to the 
following Wellbeing objectives: 

8.4     Environmental Wellbeing : Communities protect, enhance and promote our natural
          environment and countryside

Specific Projects:

A Clean Environment
Local Biodiversity Action
Management and community involvement in our Open Spaces 
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