PEMBREY COUNTRY PARK – Can conservation and tourism co-exist?

The inspiration for our report was public reaction to plans for a student music festival at Pembrey Country Park in June 2010.  We decided to investigate if tourism and leisure can be developed without harming the natural environment.  Apart from doing desk-based research, the team interviewed some expert witnesses: Gavin Hall, the Senior Ranger: Isobel Macho, an Engineer working on the Carmarthenshire Shoreline Management Plan and Ian Forshew and Ben Davies, directors of 2 businesses involved in the tourism development.  

THE PARK AND ITS HISTORY

Pembrey Country Park is a nature reserve with 8 miles of beach edged with sand dunes.  It is situated in Carmarthenshire, on the west coast of Wales.  It is important that the park is managed so there is a balance between conservation and leisure.  It already has a dry ski-slope, golf course, restaurants and an adventure playground.  A new woodland attraction called Go Ape is due to open on March 26th 2010.  Pembrey is one of the most popular visitor attractions in Wales, because it’s a beautiful environment with lots of variety.  Historically, the land was used for a munitions factory (1880s – 1965), an RAF base and grazing land.  In the 1970s, the park was bought by the local council from the Ministry of Defence and decontaminated.  It opened as Pembrey Country Park in the 1980s.

THE PARK AND ITS ECOLOGY
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Pembrey is home to many rare plants found nowhere else in Wales.  It has many species of birds such as the goshawk, kingfisher, crossbills, warblers and sparrow-hawks.  There are 31 species of butterfly, including the Grizzled Skipper, which has only 3 colonies in Wales. Habitats here are among the most important in Europe.  

Gavin Hall, Senior Ranger, told us that the beach, called Cefn Sidan, is a Site of Special Scientific Interest because it attracts huge numbers of wading birds.  It is nationally important for oyster-catchers and internationally important for sanderlings.  These birds are not affected by tourism and leisure because they arrive in winter for feeding.  The dune system is also an SSSI.  

The main threat is sea buckthorn, which was introduced to the park in the 1930s to stabilise the dunes and protect saplings for a pine forest plantation.  It grows so fast it crowds out smaller native plants and also changes soil chemistry by fixing nitrogen.  The Rangers are clearing buckthorn by cutting it back and letting cattle graze on it, to avoid chemical controls.  

Other human influences have come from beach cleaning by machines which gained the Blue Flag awards but swept up seaweed which was a nutrient and helped to trap sand to start new dunes.  The Rangers now hand-pick the litter.

The edge of the forest along the beach is dying off because of weevil infestation and salt damage.  But the dying trees attract beetles and woodpeckers who feed on them. A few years ago, the council were worried about motor-bike scramblers on the beach, so they fenced off the dunes.  But they noticed that rare flowers like Sand Catchfly seeded in the tracks.  This showed us that tourism need not do damage to the environment and sometimes, conservation strategies and cleaning up have been more harmful.  In some cases, adding facilities for visitors has been very good, such as making the wooden paths over the dunes to encourage visitors not to ramble over the dunes.

Isobel Macho of Carmarthenshire County Council told us that the whole dune system is eroding naturally because of rising sea levels and increased storms.  There is a strategy to protect the coastal defences, but a managed retreat is the most viable option.  
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LEISURE AND TOURISM DEVELOPMENT
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Tourism is important locally and globally.  It brings about £300 million into Carmarthenshire and creates about 5500 jobs directly.  Most of these are in small service businesses offering accommodation and catering, but also transport and recreation.  It is very important to replace the jobs lost from industry.  We asked 2 businesses how they try to cut down environmental damage.  Ben Davies, a Director of the new Go Ape in the Park, told us that they put their new attraction away from habitats (e.g. nesting woodpeckers) and take care to protect the trees.  The company have built bat boxes in the old war-time bunkers.  They encourage visitors not to use bottled water by having lots of taps. Ian Forshew, from the company running Beach Break Live, the music festival, said that they are limiting the stages, camp site and food areas to grass areas and fencing off the dunes and woods.  

They have plans for 24-hour litter picking and noise control.  They are reducing the carbon footprint of events by buying food and drinks from local suppliers, and encouraging visitors to use buses and car-sharing. Like Go Ape, he recognises that events won’t be allowed if they damage the environment.

THERE IS NO CHOICE

Gavin Hall gave us a clear message that conservation must live alongside tourism and leisure.  The local economy needs money and jobs.  If visitors don’t come to the Country Park, there will be very little money for conservation and the park won’t be able to cover its costs.  Without an increase in visitor numbers, the Park is at risk of being sold off to a private owner.  This could mean more development and less access for local people.  As long as the leisure side is managed properly, there is no reason for big risks to the environment.
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