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

SCRUTINY COMMITTEE REPORT

To:  Chair, Ladies and Gentlemen

Countryside Section 

1.0 SUMMARY OF THE REPORT

1.1 This report has been prepared at the request of the Neighbourhood Services and 
Planning Scrutiny Committee to provide an outline of the work of the Countryside 
section of the Planning Division, including details as to, what they can do to help 
Community Groups.”

1.2 The service is staffed by an Ecologist & Countryside officer, a Biodiversity officer and 
Landscape architect and has no core budget. It provides a number of functions 
ranging from providing expert professional advice on planning applications to 
voluntary sector collaboration and skills training.

1.3 Whilst there is no requirement to work with community groups the team ethos has 
always been to encourage residents to have a voice and participate in improving 
their environment for ethical, practical and sustainability reasons. Offers to 
community groups have always been, and will continue to be on the basis of 
secondary priority to fulfilling statutory functions and consists of specialist advice and 
support, including practical projects, examples of which are listed in the main body of 
the report below.

1.4 The Biodiversity and Resilience of Ecosystems duty Section 6 of the Environment 
(Wales) Act 2016 places a duty on public authorities to seek to maintain and 
enhance biodiversity where it is within the proper exercise of their functions. In doing 
so, public authorities must seek to promote the resilience of ecosystems. This means 
that Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council must take a pro-active approach to 
improve and increase biodiversity when carrying out functions.

1.5 The duty came into force on 21st May 2016 and replaces the earlier Biodiversity duty 
in the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006.
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2.0 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

2.1 Request: Countryside (including the Environment Act). A report to provide the 
committee with details of what the Section does, what they can do to help 
Community Groups.

2.2 Staff: Ecologist & Countryside Officer; Biodiversity Officer; Landscape Architect;
2.3 Champions: Open Space Champion & Biodiversity Champion
2.4 Partnerships: Merthyr Tydfil Biodiversity Partnership; Taf Fechan Local Nature 

Reserve Joint Management Committee
2.5 Functions: Statutory consultee technical advice on planning applications; 

Statutory environment, countryside and wildlife legislation compliance;
Strategic documents, policies and guidance; 
Non-statutory designations; 
MTCBC staff, Councillors and public support and advice; 
Environment grant funding applications and implementation; 
Voluntary sector collaboration; 
Landscape design; 
Mapping; 
Environment contract management; 
Regional and national partnerships; 
Practical skills training. 

See attached document for details for each post.

2.6 Community Groups: Whilst there is no requirement to work with community groups 
the team ethos has always been to encourage residents to have a  voice and 
participate in improving their environment for ethical, practical and sustainability 
reasons. There is ongoing evidence of a pro-active focus on support, developing and 
expanding community group capacity in partnership with voluntary sector 
organisations. Offers to community groups have always been, and will continue to be 
on the basis of secondary priority to fulfilling statutory functions and consists of 
specialist advice and support, including practical projects, in the area of Functions 
(see 3.5).

2.7 Budget: Nil. The Countryside service has no budget (apartfrom staff salaries) 
attributed to it: staff time only; no vehicles or equipment. When external grant funding 
is available most of these costs have focussed on supporting community groups in 
partnership with voluntary sector environmental organisations. Due to the fact that 
the Local Authority is a statutory body there are strict limitations to the types of grant 
funding available; most historical funding has been through Welsh Government or 
other statutory bodies such as Natural Resources Wales.

3.0 WHERE WE WERE 

3.1 Legislation: Biodiversity Duty under the Natural Environment & Rural Communities 
(NERC) Act 2006 audited annually by Welsh Government. 

3.2 Community: Environment community activity coordinated and supported via 
voluntary sector organisations (until Groundwork Merthyr & RCT and BTCV Cymru 
went in to administration in 2014). The following is a broad selection of the types of 
projects undertaken between 2008 and 2016 (Project type: Partner organisation):



 Hedge laying qualifications at Pen-y-Dre: Catch 22 Youth Inclusion
 Organic, Mediterranean and Carboniferous Gardens at Cyfarthfa Greenhouses: 

MTCBC Adult Social Services
 Drystone walling repair and training: Drystone Walling Association and Merthyr & 

Gelligaer Commoners Association
 Brushcutter and spraying training & certification: 3Gs Development Trust
 Environmental improvements with volunteers at Blue Pool: Brecon Beacons 

Nation Park Authority
 Flytipping clearance with volunteers Merthyr & Gelligaer Common: Miller Argent
 Nature Reserve and habitat restoration at Pontygwaith: South East Wales Rivers 

Trust
 Environment and wellbeing training Young Carers: Barnardos
 Tree and pond insect identification for badges: Merthyr & District Scouts
 Native Welsh Fruit planting and grafting training at Cyfarthfa Park: Cyfarthfa Park 

volunteers
 Environment Open Mic Night at Red House: Merthyr Leisure Trust
 Churchyard restoration Troedyrhiw: Friends of Saron
 Trevethick Trail Ecological connectivity with volunteers: Groundwork Merthyr & 

Welsh Government
 Wildlife surveying training: Merthyr Tydfil Biodiversity Partnership
 Graduate wildlife projects in Cyfarthfa Park: University of South Wales/Merthyr 

College
 Waterfowl monitoring at Llangorse Lake: Aberfan Canoe Club
 Woodland management at Coed-y-Hendre: Bedlinog Youth Club
 Bat surveys at Pant tunnel, Cyfarthfa Park and Castle: Valleys Bat Group
 Environmental improvements with community volunteers at Scwrfa: Gellideg 

Foundation Group
 Sustainable coal mine tip erosion and flooding prevention: Natural Resources 

Wales/MTCBC Engineers
 Weir creation, hedge planting and pond management: Merthyr Tydfil Angling 

Association
 Outdoor nature classroom: Integrated Children’s Centre Pentrebach
 Corporate Environmental Volunteering at Cyfarthfa Park: Welsh Government
 Organic farm native hedge re-creation: Cig Mynydd Cymru

3.3 Grant Funding Sources: Countryside Council for Wales (CCW)/Natural Resources 
Wales (NRW) Local Authority Framework

4.0 WHERE WE ARE NOW 

4.1 Legislation: “Enhanced” Biodiversity & Ecosystem Resilience Duty. The Biodiversity 
and Resilience of Ecosystems duty Section 6 of the Environment (Wales) Act 2016 
places a duty on public authorities to seek to maintain and enhance biodiversity 
where it is within the proper exercise of their functions. In doing so, public authorities 
must seek to promote the resilience of ecosystems.

4.2 This means that Merthyr Tydfil County Borough Council must take a pro-active 
approach to improve and increase biodiversity when carrying out functions.



The duty came into force on 21st May 2016 and replaces the earlier Biodiversity duty 
in the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006.

4.3 WG Guidance: “The duty applies in the exercise of an organisation’s functions, so it 
applies to whoever is responsible for, and takes decisions with regard to, those 
functions. However, the overarching responsibility for compliance lies with the 
decision making body or the head of the organisation, e.g. the CEO or the Board of 
Governance”.

4.4  A draft document (Merthyr Tydfil Nature Recovery Action Plan 2018-2023) was 
completed on 1st March 2018 and provided to Corporate Management Team 
/Business Change to complete the final section, i.e. explaining how the plan will be 
integrated in to MTCBC systems and processes: a main WG focus due to prior 
NERC Act 2006 failings.

4.5 Community: Environment community activity coordinated and supported by Merthyr 
Tydfil CBC Countryside Section via voluntary sector organisations and Merthyr Tydfil 
Biodiversity Partnership and partially through MTCBC Rural Development Plan Grant 
LAG. The following is a broad selection of the types of projects undertaken from 
2016 (Project type: Partner organisation):

 Nature Reserve Management with volunteers at Taf Fechan: South & West 
Wales Wildlife Trust

 Fossil Hunting and Geology education: British Institute for Geological 
Conservation (RDP)

 Community education and participation Boroughwide: Merthyr Tydfil & District 
Naturalists Society

 Taf Bargoed river catchment community project: South East Wales Rivers Trust 
(RDP)

 Countryside Guardians Project: Keep Wales Tidy (RDP)
 Tirwedd y Comin Project: Merthyr & Gelligaer Commoners Association (RDP)
 Viewpoint and interpretation: Heolgerrig Community Group
 Wellbeing in Nature: Actif Woods/South & West Wales Wildlife Trust (RDP)
 Local environment quality community improvements: Keep Wales Tidy
 Fly-tipping community clearances Boroughwide: Tidy Towns Initiative
 Land management and risk reduction at Y Graig, Gurnos; South Wales Fire 

Service
 Living Learning Gurnos Grow Wild Project: Gurnos Men’s Group
 Natural World Family Fun Day at Cyfarthfa Park 21 August 2018: Merthyr Tydfil 

Leisure Trust
 Open Spaces environmental improvements (see Open Spaces Annual 

Monitoring and Scrutiny Report)
 Draft local nature reserve/open space access improvements: Hafal

4.6 Grant Funding: Welsh Government Environment and Sustainable Development 
Local Authority Grant final year to March 2019. Changing to multi-agency 
partnership, regional/national funding. Unlikely to be successful with funding for 
Merthyr Tydfil County Borough from April 2019 due to WG requirements for regional 
partnership projects. Minimal or no environment community support likely from 



April 2019 with the exception of rural (RDP) funded projects: Nil MTCBC 
budget.

5.0 WHERE WE WANT TO BE 

5.1 Legislation: Merthyr Tydfil CBC Nature Recovery Action Plan 2018-2023 adopted 
by Council: as soon as possible.

5.2 Community:  Allocation of resources to support community groups to participate in 
improving their own local area and environment.

5.3 Grant Funding: Allocation of resources to apply for grant funding/support 
community groups to participate in improving their own local area and environment.

6.0 WHAT WE NEED TO DO NEXT 

6.1 Legislation: Explain and evidence how the Merthyr Tydfil CBC Nature Recovery 
Action Plan 2018-2023 will be integrated in to MTCBC systems and processes, 
including Scrutiny.

6.2 Adopt the Plan
6.3 Sustainably resource the Plan
6.4 Implement the Plan
6.5 Report on progression of actions within the plan to Welsh Government in 2019.

7.0 CONTRIBUTION TO WELLBEING OBJECTIVES

A Prosperous Wales
There is a clear focus on providing sufficient skills and training in order that 
community groups and volunteers can most effectively deliver change within their 
communities. The consequences of this include upskilling and thus increasing the 
capacity for prosperity for groups and individuals whilst contributing towards reducing 
the needs for services.
A Resilient Wales
In order to effectively direct resources and efforts to where they are required, the 
projects will focus on actions and targets identified with the Merthyr Tydfil 
Biodiversity Action Plan (MTBAP), in turn contributing to the Wales and UK BAP. A 
second focus will be to support projects across Council functions implemented the 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Resilience Duty under the Environment (Wales) Act 
2016: a Merthyr Tydfil Nature Recovery Plan is currently being produced and 
resources will complement this Plan.
Protecting and improving Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs), as required 
under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981, and Sites of Importance for Nature 
Conservation (SINCs) contributes to the delivery of Merthyr Tydfil Biodiversity Action 
Plan via a range of tasks/projects which lend themselves to community and 
volunteer participation such as woodland management, hedge laying, dry stone 
walling, invasive species management, wildflower seeding and nectar rich species 
planting. This will be complemented by managing Section 7 Habitats and Species of 



Principal Importance for the purpose of maintaining and enhancing biodiversity in 
Wales (Environment Act 2016) at a range of scales from local through to landscape 
scale considering eco-connectivity, with Merthyr Tydfil Biodiversity Partnership and 
implemented by local communities and volunteers.

A Healthier Wales
Community involvement, protection and enhancement of public places within 
MTCBC Open Spaces Strategy will encourage increased use of the outdoors for 
health and recreation both from participants in improvements and users of the 
spaces. Community involvement, protection and enhancement of public places 
within MTCBC Open Spaces Strategy will encourage an increased use of the 
outdoors for health and recreation, particularly in an area of significant preventative 
public health issues. Local Health Board PSB inclusion of Open Spaces/Environment 
demonstrates strategic health relevance and importance. Open Spaces are currently 
being directly referenced and aspire to be more widely used by the Merthyr Tydfil 
Leisure Trust (MTLT) when making grant funding bids to increase health through 
physical exercise. When projects are planned there is always consideration of what 
and how actions can reduce poor air quality, excessive noise and localised flood risk 
(caused by being unable to deliver the outcomes in this application, e.g. fly-tipping 
causing flooding issues by blocking culverts in waterways).  

A more equal Wales
Most environment quality actions take place in recognised “deprived” communities 
where resilience is weakest as this is where most of the problems seem to arise. 
Provision of community and volunteering opportunities (including training), 
predominantly in the working week will favour local residents not in education or 
employment. Targeting sectors of the population, particularly those at risk and/or 
responsible for others will further target and cascade greater participation. Groups 
targeted will include Social Services (children and adult), Foster Carers, Mental 
Health organisations, Barnardos, Housing Associations. Provision of jobs, training 
and skills across a diverse range of the population. 

A Wales of cohesive communities
The focus on supporting communities to identify and participate in resolving their 
own priority issues whilst providing information and projects focussed on strategic, 
evidence based needs (collaborative place-based working) will certainly increase 
cohesive communities in comparison to not providing this opportunity. Furthermore, 
from prior applications it is evidenced that there are “role model communities” which 
other areas aspire to emulate in terms of participating in improving local environment 
quality; some of these “more advanced” groups have helped new groups set up and 
implement projects in neighbouring communities.

A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language
The projects encourage people to visit and enjoy the culture and natural heritage of 
Merthyr Tydfil.  



A globally responsive Wales
The approaches identified help to start on the long-term path to becoming globally 
responsible across socio-economic, environmental, health and education themes. 
Recycling/appropriate disposal of community collected materials using local markets 
and closed loop methods to optimise ecological and carbon footprint reductions 
demonstrates a collaborative and sustainable approach to improving local 
environment quality.  

CHERYLLEE EVANS
CHIEF OFFICER NEIGHBOURHOOD 
SERVICES

COUNCILLOR KEVIN GIBBS 
NEIGHBOURHOOD SERVICES

BACKGROUND PAPERS
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Does the report contain any issue that may impact the Council’s 
Constitution? 


