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INTRODUCTION

Our landscape is shaped by its natural resources and how we use and interact with 
them. Similarly, those natural resources are critical to our wellbeing, providing direct 
and indirect health benefits and sustaining our future prosperity. A good quality 
environment provides us with many natural benefits that keep us happy and healthy 
such as clean air to breathe, water to drink, food, fuel, and wonderful spaces for us 
to exercise and relax in. It’s important therefore that we understand exactly how 
we benefit from our natural environment, so that we can make the most of the 
opportunities and to make more informed choices.

The County Borough of Neath Port Talbot (Neath Port Talbot) is comprised of the broad 
valleys of the Rivers Neath, Dulais and Tawe. There is a moderate amount of farming, 
mainly in the uplands, with the main towns and settlements in the flood plains. The 
Afan Valley, by contrast is steep sided, mainly coniferous plantation, with a ribbon of 
former coal mining communities. 

Industry has also shaped the coastal area with what would originally have been sand 
dunes attracting first iron, then chemical and petrochemical industries and the adjacent 
Sandfields being developed as housing for their employees. Both of the main river 
mouths of the Neath and Afan are also heavily modified by docks,  
wharfs and revetments.
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WHAT IS ENVIRONMENTAL WELL-BEING?

Natural resources are vital to our survival and provide us with all the basic things we need to live: 
clean air, clean water and food. They create jobs for thousands of people like farmers, foresters, 
and tourist operators, creating wealth and prosperity.

They give us all a better quality of life and opportunities to enjoy the outdoors against a backdrop of 
Wales’ natural beauty and heritage. People come from far and wide to experience them. They are 
intrinsically linked with Welsh culture and language.

Protecting the environment for future generations is one of the greatest challenges of our time. As 
we look to a pathway out of the global Covid-19 pandemic, we must also seize the opportunity to 
re-imagine how we use our natural assets to address the dual threats from the climate and nature 
emergencies.

The Healthier Wales Well-being Goal contained within the Well-being of Future 
Generations (Wales) Act 2015 describes Wales as: 

 z “A society in which people’s physical and mental well-being is maximised and 
in which choices and behaviours that benefit future health are understood. An 
innovative, productive and low carbon society which recognises the limits of the global 
environment and therefore uses resources efficiently and proportionately. (including 
acting on climate change)” 

 z “An innovative, productive and low carbon society which recognises the limits of the 
global environment and therefore uses resources efficiently and proportionately. 
(including acting on climate change)”

In addition, the More Equal Wales Well-being Goal describes Wales as:

 z “A nation which maintains and enhances a bio diverse natural environment with healthy 
functioning ecosystems that support social, economic and ecological resilience and the 
capacity to adapt to change.” 

 z “A society that enables people to fulfil their potential no matter what their background 
or circumstances (including their socio economic background and circumstances).”
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Natural Resources Wales’ (NRW) State of Natural Resources Report 2020 (SoNaRR) makes 
an assessment of environmental well-being, in terms of “the extent to which the sustainable 
management of natural resources is being achieved” a state where:

AIM 4 AIM 1

AIM 3 AIM 2

STOCKS OF NATURAL
RESOURCES AFFECTS

ECOSYSTEM 
RESILIENCE

A REGENERATIVE 
ECONOMY

RESILIENT 
ECOSYSTEMS

HEALTHY PLACES 
FOR PEOPLE

Socio-economic pressures  
on natural resources

State of natural resources affects 
ecosystem resilience

The state of natural resources, 
ecosystems and health affects 

economic opportunities

State of ecosystem resilience affects 
the health of people and places

HEADLINE MESSAGES

Any consideration of environmental wellbeing in Neath Port Talbot must be viewed in the 
wider national and global context and the reality that we are facing a dual nature and climate 
emergency. Many of the key issues affecting our natural environment are common across Wales.

As a society, we need to address our over-use of resources and its impact in Wales and globally. 
Our society relies on ecosystems as a source of natural resources and to dispose of wastes and 
emissions. Living within planetary limits is a complex issue, but Wales’s global footprint makes 
it clear that our systems of production and consumption are putting too much pressure on the 
environment. We need to reduce our use of natural resources and the pollution and waste we 
generate and move to an economy which regenerates ecosystems, instead of degenerating them.
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Further emphasis should be given to the role of nature recovery in both mitigating and adapting to 
climate change, recognising the significance of these two interrelated challenges. By putting nature 
into recovery, we can tackle climate change. Thriving habitats can safely lock up vast amounts of 
carbon, while providing other vital benefits that help us adapt to our future climate, such as flood 
prevention, clean water and improved health and wellbeing. 

Despite the devastating effects of the Covid-19 pandemic, our pathway to recovery represents 
a once in a generation opportunity to reset our individual and collective values and priorities, 
realigning them with those required to create a more sustainable future. The consensus across 
Wales, UK, Europe and beyond is that recovery from Covid-19 must address the underlying nature 
and climate emergencies. This is our opportunity to refocus and accelerate the response to the 
pandemic along a pathway which both restores nature and decarbonises our economy, working in 
a coordinated and cross-disciplinary way to promote the sustainable management of our natural 
resources and define a different future.

 z The evidence presented in this assessment indicates that we fall short of achieving 
the four measures which contribute towards the sustainable management of natural 
resources in Neath Port Talbot. 

 z We are using stocks of our natural resources at a rate which is unsustainable and that 
our ecosystems are under increasing pressure and threat from the impacts of climate 
change, land use change, invasive non-native species (INNS), pollution and over-use. 
This jeopardises the ability of our natural environment to provide a number of vital 
well-being benefits now and in the future. 

 z Climate risk is an increasing concern which is predicted to have a significant impact on 
the habitats, people and places of Neath Port Talbot. More work will need to be done to 
make sure we take an integrated look at climate risk across all aspects of our wellbeing.

 z Brexit is a key risk which has the capacity to have a significant future impact on land 
management in Neath Port Talbot, and while future trade deals and policy creation is 
a national issue, more can be done to reduce the impact of future changes at the local 
level.
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More work needs to be done to address the drivers of unsustainable management which 
exist outside of the environmental well-being sphere. Transformation in the food, energy 
and transport sectors has the greatest potential to improve well-being. To make Wales’s use 
of natural resources more sustainable, we need transformational change to our systems of: 

 z Food: The global food system has a significant impact on the environment. Land use is 
identified as one of the big drivers of the nature emergency. Emissions of pollutants, 
depletion of resources, biodiversity loss and ecosystem degradation are consequences 
of the current food system in Wales and beyond. 

 z Energy: The global energy system is one of the main drivers of the climate emergency. 
Wales’s current energy production and consumption creates many pressures for 
ecosystems and public health here and across the planet. Wales needs to increase its 
use of renewable and sustainable energy sources, reducing the current dependence on 
harmful fossil fuels. 

 z Transport: The transport system has an impact on ecosystems and health. Urban 
transport contributes to carbon emissions, air and water pollution, noise pollution and 
the social and economic effects of congestion or lack of transport opportunities. 

At a more local level, the key points specific to Neath Port Talbot are as follows:

 z While Neath Port Talbot faces a key risk in achieving net zero by 2050, with the highest carbon 
intensity of any local authority area in the UK, it is also leader in renewable energy generation 
with the some of the highest installed renewable energy capacity in Wales. 

 z Poor air quality is one of the largest environmental risks to human health and ecosystems in 
Wales. Air quality in the county has shown great improvements in the last 10 years but further 
improvement is sought. Port Talbot is the only area in Wales with an Air Quality Management 
Areas (AQMA) for PM10 and remains a concern. 

 z Peatlands play a key role in supporting climate change mitigation due to their high carbon and 
organic matter content. A number of initiatives are underway in Neath Port Talbot to restore 
these habitats, notably as part of the Pen y Cymoedd windfarm development mitigation and 
the associated Lost Peatlands project. Examples such as this demonstrate how you may achieve 
multiple benefits that tackle both the climate and nature emergencies. 

 z One of Neath Port Talbot’s greatest assets is its woodlands. It is the most wooded county in 
Wales with 40% of the land area covered by woodland, a significant portion of which is Welsh 
Government Woodland Estate. 
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 z While the county has significant green infrastructure and greenspace assets, accessibility and 
maintenance of these assets remains an issue. 

 z The state of nature in Neath Port Talbot is a mixed picture, with only woodland, freshwater and 
upland rock and cliff considered to have good resilience in the county. With habitat loss, damage 
and poor management continuing to contribute to the nature emergency it has never been more 
important to take opportunities to deliver positive action, to reverse the trend and to improve 
and recover the nature of Neath Port Talbot 

 z The quality of our waters still needs attention. It is expected that climate change will continue to 
impact water availability and flow. 

 z Increased threat of coastal flooding due to climate change pose a significant risk to communities 
from social, economic and environmental perspectives. 

 z Climate change predictions suggest increases in sea level of between 0.2 and 1 metre along 
South Wales’s coastline. 

 z Over 15,000 properties in the Neath Port Talbot PSB area are currently at some level of flood 
risk; this number is almost certain to increase as climate change accelerates.



CLIMATE CHANGE

Climate change is one of, if not THE, defining issue of our time. From shifting weather patterns 
that threaten our food production to rising sea levels and the prospect of catastrophic flooding, 
the impacts of climate change are far reaching and experienced at a global scale. Drastic action 
needs to be taken right now – to reduce the causes and negative impacts of climate change, as 
well as adapting to the changes that will occur.

The importance of protecting our natural environment has never been so prominent and is 
underlined by the clear policy intent of the Welsh and UK government. The Welsh Government 
officially declared a Climate Emergency in 2019 and a Nature Emergency in 2021, recognising the 
significance of these two interrelated challenges and the urgency in tackling them. By putting nature 
into recovery, we can tackle climate change. Thriving habitats can safely lock up vast amounts of 
carbon, while providing other vital benefits that help us adapt to our future climate, such as flood 
prevention, clean water and improved health and well-being.

Climate change is a cross-cutting issue that is anticipated to impact all aspects of wellbeing. This is 
being felt now and will also impact the wellbeing of future generations. Delaying action will not only 
make the task more difficult and costly, but also potentially be too late. This Well-being Assessment 
recognises that climate change is relevant to all topics and will be a key influencing factor  
in future trends. 

Currently, we are not meeting goals related to society and well-being, nor are we within sustainable 
limits for our use of environmental resources.

7
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CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACTS

Wales will see higher temperatures and higher sea levels over the coming decades, and very likely 
more drier summers and wetter winters along with greater frequency and intensity of heavy 
rainfall events as a result of climate change. 

Much of Wales is projected to be less impacted by drought and heatwaves compared to much of 
southern England, making Wales better placed to adapt to this change. However, the high rainfall 
and steep-sided valleys across much of Wales will exacerbate the risks associated with heavy  
rainfall events.  

The ‘State of the UK Climate’ report for 2020, published by the Met Office finds that disruptive 
climate change is impacting on our daily lives, with the UK becoming 6% wetter and 0.9C warmer 
in the last 30 years. These changes will have impacts on the frequency and magnitude of extreme 
weather events such as heatwaves and floods. 

Climate change is already having a substantial effect on Welsh biodiversity and ecosystems, such 
as loss of inter-tidal habitats due to sea-level rise. Climate change will increasingly affect all Welsh 
ecosystems but almost all impacts can be reduced by urgent, stringent global mitigation to limit 
global temperature rise to well below 2°C.

HOW COULD THE CLIMATE CHANGE IN FUTURE? 

 z Temperature: Annual temperatures in Wales are expected to rise by approximately 
1.2°C by the 2050s and between 1.3 and 2.3°C by the 2080s from a 1981-2000 baseline. 

 z Rainfall: In winter, rainfall is expected to increase by approximately 6% by the 2050s 
and by between 7% to 13% by the 2080s. Summer rainfall is expected to decrease by 
approximately 15% by the 2050s and by between 18% to 26% by the 2080s. Periods of 
water scarcity may become more prevalent under these scenarios, leading to possible 
implications in agriculture and industry, for example. 

 z Weather extremes: The frequency and intensity of extreme temperature and rainfall 
events may also increase in future. 

 z Sea level rise: sea level is expected to rise by between approximately 22 and 28cm by 
the 2050s and by approximately 43 to 76cm by the 2080s.

https://rmets.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/joc.7285
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CLIMATE CHANGE RISKS

In 2021, the UK Climate Change Committee released the third independent assessment of UK 
Climate Risk (CCRA3). Key findings from the report show that adaptation has not kept pace with 
evidence that the climate risk is likely to be more severe than previously thought. 8 risks have 
been marked as the highest priority UK wide which require urgent adaptation action in the 
next 2 years: 

A Summary for Wales which shows that 26 risks from climate change have increased since the 
second risk assessment carried out 5 years ago. CCRA 3 also lists new risks that did not appear
 in CCRA 2.

https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Independent-Assessment-of-UK-Climate-Risk-Advice-to-Govt-for-CCRA3-CCC.pdf
https://www.theccc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Independent-Assessment-of-UK-Climate-Risk-Advice-to-Govt-for-CCRA3-CCC.pdf
https://www.ukclimaterisk.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/CCRA-Evidence-Report-Wales-Summary-Final.pdf
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The Summary for Wales identifies the following risks as high magnitude,  
requiring action now:

 z The impact of climate change on the natural environment (terrestrial, freshwater, 
coastal and marine, forests and agriculture)

 z Increases in the range, quantities and negative consequences of pests, pathogens and 
invasive non-native species

 z More frequent flooding and coastal erosion, leading to: (a) damage to coastal 
businesses; (b) increased severity and frequency of flooding to homes and 
communities; and (c) damage to infrastructure services (energy, transport, water 
supplies and ICT)

 z The impact of high temperatures, high winds and lightning on the transport network
 z The impact of high temperatures on people’s health and wellbeing
 z Extreme weather events causing disruption of health and social care services 
 z Changes in temperature, precipitation, groundwater and other landscape changes 

causing damage to cultural heritage assets
 z International impacts of climate change (e.g., food availability, safety and security, risks 

to international law/governance) that could affect the UK through disruption of trade 
routes, supply chains and public health.

INEQUALITIES

Increasing climate risks will affect all of Wales, but some people and areas are especially 
vulnerable to change with a risk of exacerbating inequalities. Climate change and extreme 
weather can exacerbate health and wellbeing inequalities. There is also a risk that responses to 
climate change can place disproportionate burdens on people and communities who are 
already vulnerable.



11

NET ZERO

The influence of humans on the climate system is clear. Emissions of greenhouse gases stemming 
from human activity (sometimes referred to as anthropogenic emissions) are the highest in 
history. Recent reports have confirmed that the UK climate is already changing rapidly.

The Climate Change Act (2008) provides the original underpinning policy establishing an approach 
to setting UK emission reduction targets and budgets and a framework for reviewing climate change 
risks and setting out adaptation action. It legally binds the UK to reducing emissions to achieve a net 
zero status by 2050 and sets interim 5-yearly carbon budgets along the way.

While global emissions (CO2 equivalent) have risen steadily over the last few decades, 
Welsh emissions have shown some decline between 1990 and 2016. Within Wales by far 
the biggest emitting sector is business and industry. Below are the top four carbon emitting 
sectors in Wales:

 z Business and industry (33.6 Mt CO2e)
 z Transport (5.72 Mt CO2e)
 z Agriculture/land use (5.61 Mt CO2e)
 z Residential (4.25 Mt CO2e)

Although greenhouse gas emissions produced in Wales are declining, greenhouse gas emissions 
are also embedded in imported goods and services. Approximately 75% of the greenhouse gas 
emissions associated with Wales’ carbon footprint are from products purchased domestically, with 
the remaining 25% from the final consumption of imported goods.

The need for decarbonisation is global, and in Wales is mandated by the UK and Welsh 
Governments’ net zero commitments and the need to take urgent action now. There is a clear 
overall policy direction, which has been reinforced by the emerging suite of strategies at UK 
Government level and by the renewed and re-emphasised climate change focus of the 
Welsh Government.

Between 2005 and 2019, total UK emissions fell by around 36%. Neath Port Talbot’s reduction was 
much smaller –around 9% -from a substantially higher base. In 2019 Neath Port Talbot generated 
around 7,165 kt of CO2 emissions. 



12

Carbon emissions (CO2, kt) per capita, 2005-19

While domestic, public sector and commercial emissions largely fell in line with the UK average, the 
difference in Neath Port Talbot is accounted for by the steelworks at Port Talbot, with the county 
borough’s distinctive industrial structure driving the highest carbon intensity of any local authority 
area in the UK. 

This points to a key environmental and economic risk in the context of the commitment to net zero 
by 2050 and a nationally significant industrial base with significant challenges in effecting low carbon 
transition in the medium term. 

Despite the substantial challenges presented by high industrial carbon intensity, Neath Port Talbot 
has significant opportunities which will be explored throughout this document.
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WATER

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR WELL-BEING?

Water is everywhere: in our rivers, lakes, groundwater, estuaries and seas. It is vital to life itself, 
but also contributes to our wellbeing in many ways - providing drinking water, supporting jobs, 
food production, opportunities for recreation and relaxation, energy generation as well as 
creating varied ecosystems supporting wildlife. By working together to improve and maintain the 
quality of these watery assets we can deliver benefits for the environment, the local economy, 
health and quality of life.

However, water can also present us with problems. Flooding is the most frequent type of ‘natural’ 
disaster affecting Welsh homes and businesses and often disrupts the normal functioning of whole 
communities. The problem is estimated to cost the UK £1billion per year. The consequences of 
flooding are not just financial, however, and even modest flooding events can significantly impact on 
the physical and mental wellbeing of the individuals affected for many years after the actual flooding 
event. From a health perspective, quite often the worst affected are the more vulnerable in society.

The following section will include information on:

 z Water Resources
 z Marine 
 z Flooding
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WATER RESOURCES

HEADLINE MESSAGES

 z Clean water and healthy rivers and seas are vital to our wellbeing.
 z Climate Change is impacting water availability and flow and these impacts are predicted to 

continue and get worse
 z The quality of our waters still needs attention. The overall proportion of water bodies at Good 

Ecological Status in 2021 within Neath Port Talbot (31%) is a little lower than the average for 
Wales (40%).

 z The key pressures are from pollution from drainage misconnections and storm sewage 
discharges and also manmade barriers and physical modifications.

 z In taking water from natural systems, we need to ensure that we don’t have a detrimental 
impact on those systems.

 z Water isn’t an infinite resource; we need to use it wisely and avoid wasteful practices.
 z There are both social and economic benefits associated with the fishery on The Rivers Neath and 

Afan.

NEATH PORT TALBOT

The county of Neath Port Talbot is intersected by three main river catchments, the Neath, Afan 
and Tawe. Water resources within the area are of major economic, social and environmental 
importance. All of these rivers are surface-water dominated catchments. In the upper river 
catchments, the streams are fast flowing and steep, while the lower river catchments are 
moderately flat. In these lower reaches the riverbed gradient, and consequently flow velocities, 
slacken significantly compared to the upper catchments. The county benefits from a designated 
bathing water at Aberafan, the remainder of the coastline being dominated by the Tata 
steelworks and the associated docks at Port Talbot. The Neath catchment hosts two canal 
networks, the Neath Canal and the Tennant Canal, and the Tawe the Swansea Canal, all originally 
built to support coal mining and industry in the area.

The county’s potable water needs are met mainly from reservoirs further west, however, the 
industrial needs of the lower catchment are dependent upon abstractions from the River Afan and 
River Neath. Associated British Ports is a major water user within the area. They take water from 
the River Afan for navigation, to maintain the level in the docks, and to supply the water licensed for 
abstraction from the docks by Tata and Civil & Marine Slag & Cement. The River Kenfig also supplies 
water to the steelworks and is likely to be impacted by over abstraction. There are a number of 
abstractions supporting relatively small-scale Hydro-electric power generation, the most significant 
of which is just upstream of Aberdulais Falls.
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Groundwater is used extensively throughout the area to support a range of domestic and industrial / 
commercial abstractions. Although these may be numerous, the quantities are not significant.

The designated bathing water at Aberafan, is currently classified as ‘sufficient’ and the beach is used 
for a range of recreational activity. This compares to a classification of ‘good’ in 2015. Historical 
issues with bathing water quality at Aberafan can be attributed to wet summers and the operation 
of storm water overflows into the Rivers Neath and Afan, the mouths of which mark the eastern and 
western limits of the beach. 

The environmental measure for determining the condition of our water systems is the Water 
Framework Directive, which sets a standard of “Good Ecological Status” (GES). Overall, of the 
29 water bodies wholly or part within NPT, 31% were at GES in 2021. This represents an overall 
deterioration in water bodies at GES from 36% in 2018. It must be noted that some have improved 
from ‘Poor’ to ‘Moderate’, and the Neath & Tennant Canal has now been split into its two 
components – each at ‘Moderate.’ At overall status across Wales, 40% of 933 surface and ground 
water bodies are at good or better status. See summary below for more information on Neath Port 
Talbot’s water bodies.

Neath Port Talbot - Water Framework Directive (2021)

River Catchment High Good Mod Poor Bad Total GES (%)

Kenfig 0 0 1 1 0 2 0%%

Afan 0 2 3 1 0 6 33%

Neath 0 2 4 0 0 6 33%

Tawe 0 4 1 00 0 5 80%

Loughbor 0 1 2 0 0 3 33%

Lake/ Reservoir 0 0 1 0 0 1 0%

Canals 0 0 3 0 0 3 0%

Estuaries & Coastal 0 0 3 0 0 3 0%

Overall 0 0 18 2 0 29 31%
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KEY ISSUES

The key pressures on the water environment in the county are a result of growing urbanisation 
and the legacy of an industrial past. This takes the form of pollution and the physical modification 
of river systems. Ferrous mine-water discharges from abandoned coal mines affect the Neath 
and the higher reaches of the Afan catchments. Treatment systems have remedied most of 
these discharges, though incidents still occur, e.g. the Skewen minewater blow-out. Man-made 
modifications present barriers to the passage of migratory fish, particularly on the River Afan.

Industrial discharges affect the Garnant and Tawe, respectively. Sewage-related impacts from 
network overflows and domestic drainage misconnections have been issues within the Clydach 
and Dulais catchments in recent years, although these are not impacting classifications currently. 
Incidents due to poor practices at development sites have resulted in more acute problems with 
pollution associated with silt laden run-off.

FISHERIES

The most common failing element within Neath Port Talbot’s water systems is fish, particularly 
within the Neath and Afan catchments, where barriers to fish passage – although progressively 
being addressed – are still impacting migratory species. The rivers Afan and Neath are currently 
classified as ‘At Risk’ for both Salmon and Sea Trout populations. This is the worst classification 
bracket and results from consistent downward trends in fish numbers and catch statistics. There 
are both social and economic benefits associated with the fishery on rivers Neath and Afan and as 
local/visiting participation reduces then these derived benefits are also reduced in the local area. 

Participation in river fishing for salmon and sea trout has reduced significantly over recent years due 
to less fish and an ageing demographic associated with river fishing.  Recent bylaw restrictions that 
have been brought into conserve fish numbers may also act to reduce participation levels. 
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At the bottom of the Afan catchment, hopes were that installation of an innovative new fish pass in 
2011 at Green Park Weir would alleviate a major obstacle to fish passage located at the head of the 
tide. Catch information would suggest its success insofar as a marginal gain have been made. 
This compares to the general picture in catchments across Wales which are seeing significantly 
decreased numbers.

FUTURE TRENDS

Climate Change is impacting water availability and flow and these impacts are predicted to 
continue and get worse. It is expected we will see an increase in the frequency and intensity of 
droughts, fluvial and coastal floods and heatwaves. Climate change scenarios project less water 
will be available in watercourses and reservoirs due to extended dry weather periods. Drier 
summers could lead to increased pressure on water resources whilst population growth will add to 
demand. The population in Wales is projected to increase by 400,000 from the current 
3.1m by 2050. 



This presents a significant challenge for Water Companies. The dry early spring in 2020 meant that 
there was a risk that reservoirs would be drawn down earlier than normal. This coincided with the 
start of the first Covid lockdown and Dwr Cymru/Welsh Water (DCWW) reported unprecedented 
demand on the public water supply.

We have also seen water supply pressures on the industrial and farming sectors in the past 
few years. The year 2018 included a dry period from May to July which detrimentally affected 
crop growth and the ability for farmers to maintain water supplies for stock. Whilst DCWW are 
responsible for water resource management planning and future resilience of potable supplies, 
future water security is an issue which warrants further consideration, both in terms of alternative 
sources of supply and better water efficiency.

Other risks include higher water temperatures and increased rate of native species displacement by 
Invasive Non-Native Species (INNS). Future prospects are for a continuation in decline of both fish 
populations and angling participation. The projected classification for the Neath and Afan in 5 years 
remains ‘At Risk’.
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MARINE

HEADLINE MESSAGES

 z Increased threat of coastal flooding due to climate change pose a significant risk to communities 
from social, economic and environmental perspectives.

 z Climate change predictions suggest increases in sea level of between 0.2 and 1 metre along 
South Wales’s coastline.

 z 4 policy units (see Shoreline Management Plan section for details) are classed as "hold the line" 
and 2 policy units are classed as "managed retreat” and will remain the same throughout the 
three epochs (short term 2005-2025, mid-term 2025-2055 and long term 2055-2105).

 z Coastal habitats, such as saltmarsh and seagrass, are among the most effective at capturing and 
storing carbon.

NEATH PORT TALBOT

Neath Port Talbot falls within the Swansea Bay and Porthcawl Marine Character Area (MCA), 
which comprises the south and south-west facing, large-scale sweeping arc of Swansea Bay. At the 
eastern side of the MCA, the limestone geology is exposed in rocky cliffs punctuating 
small sandy bays. 
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Between the cliffs and extensive industrial and urban development, the Bay is backed by a variety of 
low-lying intertidal, estuarine and coastal habitats. The central coastline includes Crymlyn Burrows 
SSSI. The Bay’s varied seafloor and shallow waters supports a rich marine life. Neath Port Talbot falls 
under the Swansea Bay (East) shellfisheries protection area. 

Before its development, the shoreline would have been characterised by large areas of saltmarsh, 
fronted by sand dune barriers. Today the area is heavily modified and dominated by the Port Talbot 
Steelworks, with various revetments and port structures. The River Neath is still used for navigation 
with wharfs at Neath Abbey and Briton Ferry and there is also a modest marina at Monkestone, 
Earlswood. The beach at Aberafan at approaching 3 miles, is one of Wales’ longest. The area’s 
waterfront is key to future economic development and regeneration in the area.

In terms of the Water Framework Directive, tidal water bodies are failing to meet the required 
standard in regard to their physical modification, in the main, although the Swansea Bay coastal 
water body fails also for dissolved inorganic nitrogen, which is considered largely attributable to 
sewage discharges, including many located within Neath Port Talbot river catchments. Whilst there 
is no current evidence of resulting ecological impacts, it is likely that such discharges – particularly 
storm sewer overflows – are contributing to Aberafan designated Bathing Water only presently 
meeting the ‘sufficient’ standard.

KEY ISSUES

There have been some positive recent trends in our marine and coastal environments. Marine 
resilience and condition for example was assessed as stable or good overall. However, less than 
50% of Wales’ Marine Protected Area (MPA) features were assessed as in favourable condition, 
and there are a range of pressures that are impacting on our marine and coastal environments, 
including pollution, unsustainable management practises and development which will be 
exacerbated by the impacts of climate change. Our wellbeing depends on us taking actions now to 
address these issues.

Marine and coastal environments in Wales are currently susceptible to a range of pressures, which 
can impact the functioning of the systems and condition of habitats and have knock-on effects 
for wellbeing. For example, coastal ecosystems, such as saltmarsh, sand dunes and sea cliffs have 
experienced large-scale losses in extent and connectivity over long timescales as a result of intensive 
grazing, agricultural intensification and land-management. Pollution is also a key pressure. Coastal 
saltmarshes and lagoons have been detrimentally affected by elevated nutrient levels and chemical 
contaminants. In recent years there has also been an increasing pressure from a rise in the amount 
of marine litter.
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SHORELINE MANAGEMENT

Shoreline Management Plans (SMPs) look at how the coast is managed from a flood and 
coastal erosion risk management perspective in the face of climate change and other 
pressures to determine sustainable coastal management policies. They set out where 
defence of the coastline should continue and where it would be more sustainable to adapt 
over time. The coastline is split into sections known as ‘policy units’ that will be assigned 1 
of 3 management policies (below) for each of 3 time periods or epochs. 

 z Hold the line by maintaining or changing the existing standard of protection
 z Managed realignment which allows the shoreline to move backwards and forwards, 

with management to control or limit the movement
 z No active intervention where there is no investment in coastal defences and natural 

processes are allowed

All SMP policy units within the Neath Port Talbot area will remain the same throughout the three 
epochs (short term 2005-2025, mid-term 2025-2055 and long term 2055-2105). Four policy units 
are classed as "hold the line" and two policy units are classed as "managed retreat". Given that the 
national policy is to reduce the number of "hold the line" sections during epochs 2 and 3, this would 
suggest the areas in Neath Port Talbot where "hold the line" is maintained are significant locations 
of social and economic value (i.e. Steelworks). Conversations around understanding the threat 
posed by climate change (i.e. coastal flooding and storm surges) are needed in order to provide the 
basis for community interaction and forward planning.
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FUTURE TRENDS

Climate change will exacerbate the aforementioned pressures. Increased water temperatures, 
ocean acidification and decreases in dissolved oxygen levels in marine environments will likely 
impact on biodiversity, species functioning, population distributions and increase the threats of 
invasive species. 

Changing weather patterns and sea level rise associated with climate change will also lead to 
increased risks of coastal flooding, and storm and erosion events. This will also impact on coastal 
physical processes, resulting in the loss in extent of ecosystems and habitats such as saltmarsh from, 
‘coastal squeeze’.

Climate change predictions suggest increases in sea level of between 0.2 and 1 metre along South 
Wales’s coastline. Coastal erosion is a natural process, and while seafront developments are 
protected by coastal defences, we need also to consider how communities can adapt to coastal 
changes.
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FLOODING

HEADLINE MESSAGES

 z Floods are one of the most common environmental emergencies; with widespread and long-
lasting health, environmental and financial impacts affecting homes and businesses and can 
significantly disrupt the normal functioning of whole communities.

 z The latest government reports of both the UK and Wales have identified flooding and coastal 
change risks to homes, communities, businesses and infrastructure as being one of the top areas 
of climate change risks.

 z It is now generally accepted that future river and surface water flooding and coastal inundation 
from climate change impacts are a major high-level risk and that despite progress with flood 
defences, it is unlikely that we will ever be able to fully manage and mitigate against all events.

 z Over 15,000 properties in the Neath Port Talbot PSB area are currently at some level of flood 
risk; this number is almost certain to increase as climate change accelerates.

NEATH PORT TALBOT

The area of Port Talbot is the highest risk community in Neath Port Talbot and is one of the top 10 
highest risk communities in Wales. It is principally at risk from both tidal and fluvial flooding. The 
topography is mainly flat and densely populated with roads and services in the flood plain. A flood 
scheme designed in response to the December 1979 flooding gives good protection to the centre 
of town. Margam, to the east, is one of the top 50 flood risk communities in Wales; primarily 
due to fluvial risks, but there is also significant risk from surface water flooding. This community 
is at risk from the Ffrwd Wyllt, a relatively small, steep and largely wooded catchment that can 
respond quickly to rainfall. The watercourse has been modified considerably at the lower end as it 
flows into Port Talbot docks. 

In the Neath Valley the communities of Morfa Glas, Glynneath, Resolven, Neath town, and Briton 
Ferry are at highest risk of flooding. Glynneath is primarily at risk from the river Neath itself. A flood 
defence scheme completed in 2008 provides protection to the large residential housing areas. The 
area of Morfa Glas is at risk from both the main river and the relatively small watercourses draining 
from the steep slopes of Aberpergwm woods that respond extremely quickly to rainfall. Resolven is 
primarily at risk from the river Neath. Flooding in the Neath town area is complicated by interaction 
between the tide, the network of canals, and feeding tributaries, such as the river Dulais. The area 
at Briton Ferry is at high risk from all 3 sources of flood risk. 
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Number of residential and non-residential properties at risk of flooding:

 z 8,579 residential properties are at risk of fluvial flooding
 z 7,035 residential properties are at risk of surface water flooding
 z 3,551 residential properties are at risk of tidal flooding
 z Surface water flooding is the source with the largest number of properties at high risk; 

2,151 residential and 194 non-residential
 z *Approximately 2,000 non-residential properties are at risk of either fluvial, tidal or 

surface water flooding.

The numbers of properties at risk may vary over time; they will reduce with new flood alleviation 
schemes and other improvements to standards of protection; and with improved modelling 
techniques and local modelling, numbers may increase or decrease.

TOP 5 COMMUNITIES AT RISK BY EACH FLOOD SOURCE 
(AND COMBINED RISK)

NRW has developed the Communities at Risk Register (CaRR) to identify the locations of greatest 
risk of flooding from all sources.  From this register the top 5 communities at risk from each of the 
3 main sources are shown below: 

River (fluvial) Tidal Surface water Combined

Port Talbot Port Talbot Neath Port Talbot

Neath Briton Ferry Briton Ferry Neath

Margam Neath Morfa Glas Briton Ferry

Morfa Glas Margam Margam

Resolven Morfa Glas Morfa Glas
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Using the CaRR (Communities at Risk Register), Preliminary Flood Risk Assessment reports (2018) 
identified 33 locations (communities) in Wales at most significant risk; 3 of these high-risk areas 
are in Neath Port Talbot – Briton Ferry, principally due to the risk of tidal flooding; Port Talbot, 
principally due to the risk of fluvial flooding; and Neath, principally due to the risk of surface water 
flooding. This will inform the development of a Flood Risk Management Plan with specific actions to 
reduce the level and extent of risk.

KEY ISSUES

Flooding and coastal erosion can have a variety of consequences and impacts, not only on 
wellbeing but wider economic, environmental and social factors. The 2020 floods were a stark 
reminder of the devastating consequences of intense rainfall events. However, even modest 
flooding events can significantly impact homes, businesses, key infrastructure and whole 
communities. 
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All types of flooding carry a risk to life. Short term physical health impacts are usually due to 
injuries, infections, exposure to chemical and sewage hazards and the disruption to the delivery 
of health and social care services along with other key services such as water and energy. Studies 
have recorded a significant association between the experience of flood damage and symptoms of 
depression, anxiety and post-traumatic stress. Displacement during repairs is likely to increases the 
impact on mental well-being and it was also shown that those not flooded but disrupted through 
such as lack of access to work, schooling and services, particularly health and social care, were also 
likely to experience poor mental health conditions. These effects can continue for many years after 
the actual flooding.

From a health perspective, quite often the worst affected are the more vulnerable in society. 
Research has shown that socially vulnerable neighbourhoods are often over-represented in areas 
prone to flooding, but most significantly in areas prone to coastal and tidal flooding. Certain parts of 
society are less able to cope with the effects of flooding and impacts are often distributed unequally 
with the greatest burdens generally falling on the most vulnerable and disproportionately borne by 
marginalised households. 

Flooding of infrastructure, primarily road and rail networks, can be costly both in terms of repairs 
and the disruption to businesses; employees may not be able to access the workplace along with 
delayed movement of goods. Disrupted transport routes also effects people’s access to education, 
shops and health services; rural communities can be particularly vulnerable where there is often a 
large dependency on access.

Freshwater ecosystems are rich in biodiversity, and also provide important ecosystem services, 
including the provision of water resources and flood control. Disturbances, in the form of floods 
or droughts, are a natural part of these ecosystems, and play an important role in creating and 
regenerating habitats. However, extreme climatic events can cause damage to ecosystems, and 
climate change means that these extreme events, which push ecosystems beyond the threshold 
of normal disturbance, are set to become more frequent. In many areas of Wales, our rivers are 
also highly modified with altered hydromorphology and disrupted natural processes. This makes 
catchments less resilient and limits the ecological recovery of river ecosystems. It results in loss 
of biodiversity, compromises the ecosystem services we rely upon, making communities and the 
environment more susceptible to the impacts of flood, drought, erosion and poor water quality.
The UK Climate Change Risk Assessment 2021 Evidence Report highlights that climate risks will 
affect people differently, depending on their social, economic and cultural environment. Low-
income households are particularly susceptible to climate change impacts, as these impacts 
disproportionally affect their resources. These groups also have lower capacity and resources to 
adapt. Evaluation of climate risks and actions must consider these distributional effects.



26

FUTURE TRENDS

General climate change projections show an increased likelihood of more frequent and intense 
rainfall. It is expected that severe events such as the 2020 storms will become more common with 
increased severity and frequency of flooding of homes, communities and businesses. At the same 
time, coastal flooding is a growing threat due to accelerating mean sea-level rise and increases in 
storminess and wave heights. 

These climate change associated impacts will increase the number of properties, infrastructure 
and key services at risk of flooding from all sources. Places not previously at risk could become 
vulnerable and many currently at risk could be of greater risk. The population at risk of exposure to 
flooding is expected to increase as a result of changes in land-use, urbanisation and development in 
low-lying areas. Climate change impacts will also increase the risk to our coastal assets and the costs 
to maintain them to acceptable standards.

It will not be possible to prevent all flooding; there is therefore a need to use a range of approaches 
to not only reduce the risk where possible, but to adapt our communities and infrastructure to be 
prepared for severe weather events and rising sea levels. This may involve improving defences, but 
equally will also mean better management of land and water across catchments to reduce run-off, 
intelligent planning and retro-fitting of our towns and cities and, in some cases, creating space for 
water and recognising the need to move out of harm’s way.
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AIR

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR WELL-BEING?

Air Quality is the leading cause of the environmental burden of disease in Europe. Moderate air 
pollution levels are unlikely to have any serious short-term effects for the young and healthy. Long 
term exposure to air pollution can lead to more serious symptoms and conditions affecting human 
health. This mainly affects the respiratory and inflammatory systems, but can also lead to more 
serious conditions such as heart disease and cancer. People with lung or heart conditions may be 
more susceptible to the effects of air pollution. Through lost work-days and health service costs 
the total societal cost of air pollution is estimated to be £1 billion in Wales and up to £20 billion in 
the UK per annum. More so, it is estimated that air pollution contributes to 2,000 deaths a year in 
Wales (6% of total deaths) and 30,000-40,000 across the UK (6-7 %).

The primary air pollutants that impact health are nitrogen dioxide (NO2), ozone (O3) and other 
small, particulate matter (PM10 for matter <10 μmin size or PM2.5 for matter <2.5 μm). These 
pollutants come from a range of sources, but the vast majority arise from the burning of fuels. 
This makes road transport the primary mobile source of emissions, and industrial combustion or 
production processes the main static sources.

Poor air quality is one of the largest environmental risks to ecosystems and human health in Wales. 
Air pollution adversely affects biodiversity and has led to widespread changes to species distribution 
and to the quality of habitats in Wales. Particulate matter impacts on the environment can be wide 
ranging including reduced visibility (haze), acidification of watercourses, crop damage and effects on 
ecosystem diversity.



28

NEATH PORT TALBOT

There are four main issues of air quality concern in Neath Port Talbot: 

 z Fine particulates (PM10) in Port Talbot
 z Large particulates (nuisance dust) fallout in Port Talbot
 z Polyaromatic hydrocarbons (PAH) in Port Talbot
 z Nickel in Pontardawe

Air quality in Port Talbot is affected by a number of factors including the weather, topography, 
emission sources from both outside and inside the local area, and is particularly related to the 
steelworks, construction industries and transport. Air quality in Neath Port Talbot has shown 
great improvements in the last 10 years but further improvement is sought. Port Talbot has higher 
particulate matter levels than Birmingham or Manchester. The Council works closely with Welsh 
Government, Tata and NRW (the regulator for the steelworks) in order to manage air quality.

FINE PARTICULATES (PM10)

In 2000 Neath Port Talbot Council declared an Air Quality Management Area (AQMA) for 
exceedances of the short-term air quality objective for PM10. The exceedances were attributed 
mainly to emissions from the steel works.  However, since declaration of the AQMA there has been 
general decrease in PM10 concentrations in Port Talbot.  There have not been any exceedances of 
the air quality objective since 2007.
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LARGE PARTICULATES (NUISANCE DUST)

Nuisance dust is also mainly an issue in Port Talbot which is related to activities at the steel works 
but may also be other sources in the area. Nuisance dust is not a physical health risk but does cause 
people concern and is often seen as the biggest problem by local residents living close to sources. 
The Council works closely with Welsh Government, Tata and NRW(the regulator for the steelworks) 
in order to identify sources of dust and mitigation it has begun a pioneering air quality monitoring 
project aimed at providing accurate “real time” measurement of pollution so solutions for greener, 
healthier communities can be found. It is hoped that the project will help to identify other sources 
of pollution and work with industries, businesses and communities to improve 
air quality in the area.

NICKEL

Industrial nickel has long been of concern, particularly in the Swansea Valley. Great strides have 
been made in improving levels in recent years but more improvements are being actioned as 
new potential sources are identified. Nickel levels in Pontardawe are exceeding EU target values.  
The main source is believed to be the Wall Colmonoy works, which is regulated by the Council.  
Although 2018 was a poor year, the data seems to suggest a long-term trend towards reducing 
concentrations.  The Council works closely with Wall Colmonoy, Welsh Government and NRW to 
reduce Nickel concentrations in the area. 

Traffic related air quality is weather dependant, very local and constantly measured across the 
County Borough. Traffic related air quality is a major problem across the UK. Monitoring has 
indicated the Victoria Gardens area of Neath and Swansea Road, Pontardawe, as areas requiring 
action. Steps to improve these sites is ongoing. 
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NO2

The long-term Air Quality Objectives for nitrogen dioxide were not breached at any locations in 
Neath Port Talbot. Continuous measurements of NO2 at Victoria Gardens have continued the trend 
toward decreasing concentrations.

KEY ISSUES

Wales has some of the worst air quality in the UK. This air pollution contributes to around 2,000 
deaths per year in Wales. It has been described by Public Health Wales as an urgent public health 
crisis, second only to smoking. Some areas in Wales have breached EU regulations for several 
years, culminating in the Welsh Government being taken to court for its lack of action.

There are a number of other air pollutants that are legislated on in Wales, but all of these occur 
significantly below EU limits and have limited public health impact. Historically sulphur dioxide (SO2) 
levels were a major issue. SO2 emissions have largely been eliminated, falling by over 90% over the 
last twenty years across the UK. Generally, ambient PM and NO2 levels are decreasing in Wales. This 
has been achieved mainly through improved regulation on diesel vehicles and a decrease in fossil 
fuel-based electricity generation. Due to fluctuations from a variety of causes, progress over recent 
years is unclear. However, there has generally been a stall in roadside NO2 emissions across the UK, 
which is responsible for most exceedances of EU limits. This has led to a UK government plan to 
tackle roadside NO2.

Road transport creates air pollution in the form of particulate matter and oxides of nitrogen 
which present a major threat to human health in urban areas. Non-exhaust emissions (NEE) from 
road traffic are particles released into the air from brake wear, tyre wear, road surface wear and 
resuspension of road dust during on road vehicle usage. While there is a clear push to decarbonise 
road transport moving away from fossil fuels as a power source, in the air pollution context, non-
exhaust emissions will remain even in mainly electric vehicles.
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In addition, research shows that those living in more deprived areas may be at greater risk. One 
study, that linked local-level air pollution, income deprivation and health outcome data, found that 
annual mean air pollution concentrations were high in both ‘most’ and ‘least’ deprived areas, but 
highest in the former. This pattern was most pronounced for NO2 air pollution.

Whilst air pollution from industry, energy generation and transport has decreased in recent decades, 
concentrations of ammonia and ozone continue to steadily increase causing harm and impacting the 
natural balance of our ecosystems. In low concentrations on its own, ammonia has no direct impact 
to human health, but it is one of the gases, along with carbon dioxide (CO2) and sulphur dioxide 
(SO2), which combine to make particulate matter (PM).

Ammonia and nitrogen pollution from agriculture is affecting 59% of the land area of Wales. In 2018 
88% of sensitive habitats exceeded their critical load for atmospheric nitrogen (down from 98% in 
2009). It is currently having an adverse effect on 29% of the most sensitive habitats for plants and 
wildlife. Particulate matter is of concern to both ecosystems and people, with smaller particle sizes 
having a greater effect on people as they are easily inhaled. Non-exhaust road transport emissions, 
domestic and industrial emissions contribute to local peaks in urban areas (Urban natural resources 
register). Domestic wood and coal burning also make a significant contribution in urban areas.

Natural irreducible sources (sea salt, natural rural and urban dusts and biogenic secondary organic 
aerosols) do however account for around a third of the World Health Organisation (WHO) standard 
for PM2.5 over areas of South Wales.

FUTURE TRENDS

The Welsh Government is committed to building healthier communities and better environments. 
Clean air has a central role in creating the right conditions for better health, well-being and 
greater physical activity in Wales. In September 2017, the Welsh Government published its 
national strategy, Prosperity for All, which sets out a cross-government commitment to reducing 
emissions and delivering vital improvements in air quality through planning, infrastructure, 
regulation, and health communication measures. 

The decreasing age of vehicles on the road will continue to contribute to a reduction in NO2 
concentrations and the switch to electric vehicles will have a significant effect – though this will not 
be the same for particulates, as these are not all linked to exhaust fumes.

https://gov.wales/prosperity-all-economic-action-plan
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In 2020 Welsh Government published The Clean Air Plan for Wales detailing its proposals 
for improving air quality and reducing the impacts of air pollution on human health, the 
plan makes the following key commitments:

 z Protecting the health and well-being of current and future generations
 z Taking action to support our natural environment, ecosystems and biodiversity
 z Working with industry to reduce emissions, supporting a cleaner and more prosperous 

Wales
 z Creating sustainable places through better planning, infrastructure and transport

It is anticipated that this will introduce more stringent targets and legislative controls on air pollution 
and likely to require a continued long-term improvement in air pollution rather than focusing on 
target values and objectives.

It is anticipated that the Welsh Government’s recent consultations on domestic combustion and the 
White Paper for a Clean Air (Wales) Bill may lead to a change in air quality objectives and actions 
taken by local authorities and others.

Climate change will increase the risk of more severe wildfires and may combine with changes in 
weather and temperature to increase the risks to human health and wellbeing and to habitats.
Limiting the impact of domestic burning may be driven by new regulations and improvements to 
design standards.

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-08/clean-air-plan-for-wales-healthy-air-healthy-wales.pdf
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LAND

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR WELL-BEING?

The benefits we derive from our terrestrial environment are broad and multi-fold. They include 
growing food, fibre and fuel, provision of raw materials, as well as spiritual, recreational and 
cultural benefits from our local landscapes. The way in which we use and manage land has a 
feedback loop and itself impacts upon the future benefits which we are able to receive from it. Our 
challenge is to manage conflicting and competing interests such as agriculture, industry, housing, 
recreation etc. whilst maintaining and enhancing the biodiversity and landscape we value.

Soil is an incredibly valuable and finite natural resource. It is essential for growing food, sustaining 
trees, storing carbon, providing habitats for a wide variety of plants and animals, recycling nutrients, 
regulating climate change including flooding and drought conditions and reducing water built 
environment, the importance of soil for a sustainable, productive, and healthy life for us 
all is clear.

Well managed land plays an important role in meeting human needs while ensuring the long-term 
health of ecosystems and the economy. Managing land areas in new and different ways can deliver 
a range of environmental and wellbeing benefits for local communities and for Wales including 
reducing flood risk, improving recreation opportunities and improving air quality.

The following section will include information on:The following section will include information on:

 z Ecological footprint
 z Land Use and Soils
 z Green Infrastructure and Green Space

 z Energy
 z Waste
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ECOLOGICAL FOOTPRINT

Ecological Footprint refers to the human demand on natural capital. Essentially this means the 
quantity of nature it takes to support people or an economy. 

In 2015 the total ecological footprint of Wales was estimated to be 10 million global hectares (gha), 
or 100,500 square kilometres – a figure approximately 4.8 times the land area of Wales. The 2015 
report calculated ecological footprints with reference to 6 different land types, and a range of 
consumption themes, as shown below:

Land type Consumption theme

Carbon land

Land and sea required to sequester CO2 
emissions, by photosynthesi

Housing

Fuel emissions from direct household energy use for 
heat, hot water, lighting and electrical appliances as 
well as the impact from household maintenance and 
from household construction

Crop land

Land required to produce crops

Food

Food and drink consumed by households and at 
restaurants and takeaways.

Grazing land

Land required to raise animals and animal 
products

Transport

Fuel emissions from personal travel in public 
and private vehicles as well as the impact from 
maintaining vehicles, buying new vehicles and 
building the transport infrastructure.

Built-up land

Land required for housing, buildings and 
other infrastructure

Consumer items

Production of all products bought by households, 
from newspapers to appliances.

Fishing grounds

Sea area required to produce fish

Private services

All private sector services ranging from 
entertainment to financial.

Forest 

Land required to sustain biodiversity

Public services

All services provided by the public sector ranging 
from education and healthcare to sewage and waste 
disposal.
Other
Other aspects of purchasing or expenditure 
included in national accounts, such as gross fixed 
capital formation or not-for-profit institutes serving 
households.

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-04/ecological-and-carbon-footprint-of-wales-report.pdf
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NEATH PORT TALBOT

Looking at the ecological footprint of Neath Port Talbot, relative to other Welsh Local Authorities, 
Neath Port Talbot is in the lower bracket in terms of the scale of the footprint.

Ecological footprint of Welsh Local Authorities.
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LAND USE AND SOILS

Managing land sustainably can deliver a range of environmental and wellbeing benefits including 
reducing flood risk, improving recreation opportunities, improving ecological diversity, improving 
water and air quality while producing sustainable high quality local food. 

Soil is an incredibly valuable and finite natural resource largely determines the land use activities 
that can be supported sustainably. It supports food production, stores and filters water, supporting 
crops and potentially helping to reduce flood and drought risks and protect water quality, provides a 
habitat for a vast array of organisms (with 25% of all known species residing in soils), and is vital for 
regulating the climate and for climate change as the largest store of organic carbon on our planet.

HEADLINE MESSAGES

 z Land use change to increase tree cover, more sustainable management of soil, peatland 
restoration and renewable energy have been identified to contribute to decarbonisation 
policies, nature recovery, flood and drought mitigation and the supply of clean air and 
water.

 z Climate change is the biggest threat to soils. Extreme weather events such as more 
intense rainfall, prolonged periods of dry and cold weather, and more extreme and 
frequent flooding events are likely to increase in future due to climate change.

 z Peatlands, such as Neath Port Talbot’s uplands, play a key role in supporting climate 
change mitigation due to their high carbon and organic matter content.

NEATH PORT TALBOT

Neath Port Talbot has a wide range of landscape types, forms and features incorporating a 
number of entirely different character types. The area has five main river valleys, which drain in 
a generally south westerly direction towards the coast. Each valley has its own distinct character, 
varying from deep and steep sided to shallower and more meandering as they reach the coast, 
with estuaries associated with the rivers Neath, Afan and Kenfig. Much of the undeveloped 
coastline retains extensive dune systems, but these have been broken up by areas of 
development elsewhere.

Mining and heavy industry has had a major impact in the past, with steel making, opencast mining 
and quarrying still continuing. Canals, docks, railways and major road routes tend to be concentrated 
along the coastal belt. The settlement pattern reflects this historic emphasis, with major centres of 
population being concentrated along the coast.
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An estimated 40% of the County Borough is forested, much of it extensive upland plantations, while 
the main agricultural activity is pasture, with extensive grazing on the upland commons, with limited 
arable production mostly confined to the extreme south of the area around Margam. Agriculture 
represents a moderate proportion of land use in upland areas and the upper valley floors of Neath 
Port Talbot and is predominantly of a traditional Welsh hillside farm type. This usually consists of a 
mix of beef cattle and sheep. Generally, farms have small numbers (10’s) of beef cattle and larger 
numbers of sheep (100’s) utilise the land in a small scale non-intensive way. Through European 
funded schemes like the Glastir Monitoring and Evaluation Programme and later through Glastir 
land management contracts, NRW have been able to influence and improve management practices 
to secure soil quality for future generations. Where schemes have been applied, providing soil 
sampling and advice, this has significantly improved land management practices, often reducing 
the amount of fertilizer applied to land. This has multiple benefits such as improved soil condition, 
better water quality, and improved farm profitability. It also helps combat climate change.
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Neath-Port Talbot defines the southern limit of blanket peat in Wales. There are several issues facing 
peat soils in this location. Afforestation has taken place with conifer plantations reflecting the past 
policy of planting on peat. Molinia dominance has resulted from burning, over-grazing and 
nitrogen deposition.

Of particular note in Neath Port Talbot, is the 1500ha native habitat restoration plan on the Welsh 
Government Woodland Estate surrounding the Pen y Cymoedd windfarm in Neath Port Talbot and 
Rhondda Cynon Taff. Within Neath Port Talbot the plan extends to approximately 900ha of which 
approximately 500ha are deep peat habitats that will be restored during the lifespan of the 25-
year plan. Delivery of the works is undertaken by NRW and is funded by the windfarm’s developer 
and operator Vattenfall. The project area is the most southerly interconnected upland deep peat 
resource of any significant size in Wales and one of the largest areas of its type in the UK.

The aim of the restoration works is to create conditions which result in a rise in water tables and the 
subsequent return to near-natural bog condition. The blanket bog areas to be restored are part of 
an intricate mosaic of native habitats which when restored, will reverse the bog’s status as a carbon 
source to that of an actively carbon-sequestering site. This will help contribute to tackling the joint 
emergencies of biodiversity decline and climate change. As well as blanket bog restoration, the plan 
will also restore wet and dry heathland, marshy grassland sites and native woodland.
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KEY ISSUES

Key impacts on the landscape include not only new development and its location, siting, design 
and construction impacts, but also changes in land and property management (e.g. tree felling 
or loss of traditional management practices such as the introduction of larger field sizes), and 
increasing recreational activity. Sustainable land management is hugely important for farmers, 
the environment, the local economy, our culture and communities.

Intensive agricultural practices can damage soil structure (e.g through compaction, the creation 
of fine seed beds or reducing the levels of organic matter and biological activity), which may then 
contribute to water pollution from soils/sediments and nutrients. This also has a negative impact on 
the ecological status of rivers, coastal and estuarial waters in the county.
 
The most immediate pressure on the current pattern of land use provisioning services is the 
uncertainty in future policies relating to funding and market access following Brexit. Overall, 73% of 
Welsh food and drink exports value are to the European Union (EU), highlighting the importance of 
this market to the overall food production system. 

Across Wales there has been a decline in soil biota and organic matter leading to reduced quality 
and function. Soil underpins the delivery of a variety of ecosystem goods and services. It determines 
the land uses and activities that can be supported. People exert pressures on soil resources and 
supporting services (soil formation, nutrient cycling) through erosion, compaction, sealing, and 
pollution, primarily through agricultural practices but also through development and other activities. 
Soil structure can be relatively easily damaged by poor land management, which in turn negatively 
affects soil functions and the provision of benefits, such as biodiversity, agricultural productivity, 
clean water and flood prevention, and climate change mitigation.

Peatlands play a key role in supporting climate change mitigation due to their high carbon and 
organic matter content. They are estimated to store around 30% of total soil carbon whist only 
occupying 3% of the global land area. Unfortunately, peatlands across the UK have endured decades 
of long-term decline, largely due to a range of human induced factors. Between the 1950s and 
1970s, large areas of the uplands in Neath Port Talbot (and the UK), including blanket bogs, were 
planted with coniferous trees to create a strategic reserve of timber. Establishment of these forests 
required extensive drainage to be installed to ensure the trees would grow, but resulted in degraded 
and drying peat bogs.

Around 80% of peatlands in the UK are in a damaged and deteriorating condition, decreasing the 
ecosystem’s ability to provide benefits to both people and planet. Degraded peatlands become 
carbon emitters – not carbon sinks – and they also lose their ability to support wildlife; assist in 
natural flood management; improve water quality; and reduce the risk of wildfire. Maintaining and 
restoring these soils is a key priority in limiting overall greenhouse gas emissions in Wales as well as 
managing water resources in the face of inevitable climate change.



40

FUTURE TRENDS

The biggest threat to soils is climate change. Soils with high organic content and with good soil 
structure will be more resilient and therefore better able to retain and store more water for plant 
growth. Extreme weather events such as more intense rainfall, prolonged periods of dry and cold 
weather, and more extreme and frequent flooding events are likely to increase in future due to 
climate change. More intense rainfall increases the challenge of preventing soil erosion and run-
off emphasising the importance of appropriate soil husbandry and land management to prevent 
an increased risk of flooding, pollution and the risk of landslides. 

At the same time, responding to climate change is likely to lead to trade-offs, particularly between 
competing land uses. For instance, setting aside land for biodiversity protection, ecosystem 
restoration or bioenergy could take space away from agriculture. Tree planting on agricultural land 
may involve excluding grazing in the short to medium term as mature trees take decades to develop.
In addition, with the population of Wales projected to increase by 2.7% to 3.22 million by 2028, 
there may be an increase in the demand for land for food production, housing, and energy 
in the future.

GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE AND GREEN SPACE

Green infrastructure (GI) can help to enhance biodiversity and reduce and mitigate against climate 
change impacts. GI is a network of multi-functional green space, urban and rural, which is capable 
of delivering a wide range of environmental and quality of life benefits for local communities. This 
includes, for example, streets trees, green roofs and walls, natural play spaces, wildlife / nature 
gardens, pollinator corridors, landscaping, drainage and air quality management solutions. This 
living network not only defines and shapes the character of a place but delivers multiple benefits 
for our health and well-being.

HEADLINE MESSAGES

 z Neath Port Talbot has significant GI and greenspace assets, but accessibility and maintenance of 
these remains an issue.

 z These natural resources face various pressures such as from development, inappropriate 
management, agricultural practices, pollution and climate change, as well as anti-social 
behavioural issues.

 z Covid-19 highlighted the significant importance that residents place on the natural environment.
 z High quality information and data is available on mapping, opportunities, and demands, but 

further analysis is required to inform delivery across the county.
 z The Connecting Green Infrastructure project provides an opportunity to enhance these assets 

and maximise their benefit.
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NEATH PORT TALBOT

Nature can deliver multiple well-being benefits for people and place, getting a clear picture on 
the effectiveness of the use of nature and GI is a difficult thing to quantify. Generally, the County 
Borough is well served by green and blue space, especially in the valley communities and in areas 
around the main settlements. Within Neath Port Talbot there are:

 z 21 Special Sites of Scientific Importance (SSSI)
 z 3 Special Areas for Conservation (SAC)
 z 5 Local Nature Reserves
 z 1 National Nature Reserve
 z 1 Ramsar Site 
 z 1756ha of habitats that qualify as Sites of Importance for Nature Conservation

One of Neath Port Talbot’s greatest assets is its woodlands. It is the most wooded county in Wales 
with 40% of the land area covered by woodland. These areas have high amenity value and Afan 
Forest Park is one of the most popular mountain bike trail centres in Wales. The forest estate also 
provides opportunities for many other recreational activities in the valley.

Keep Wales Tidy issues Green Flag Awards for sites which meet minimum management standards 
and will be suitable to meet most peoples’ needs for access to green space. Community Award 
flags are also given to locations which are welcoming, healthy, clean, safe and well environmentally 
managed. In Neath Port Talbot, the following sites received awards in 2021:

 z Gnoll Estate Country Park
 z Margam Park
 z Swansea Bay University Campus

 z Talbot Memorial Park
 z Victoria Gardens

Green Flag Awards

Within settlements, particularly in the urban areas, there is often less opportunity for people to 
access smaller local areas of greenspace. The value of accessible greenspace has gained more and 
more recognition, both for mental and physical health and wellbeing. This has been particularly 
highlighted during the Covid-19 pandemic where the quality of our local areas and accessibility 
to services and facilities has been hugely important for people’s health and well-being during 
lockdowns. There has been a collective appreciation of the value of parks and green spaces, walking 
and cycling routes, local shops and amenities, and the cleaner air that emerged due to 
reduced car travel.

https://www.keepwalestidy.cymru/our-parks
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The Community Impact Assessment survey that looked at the impact of Covid-19 found that the 
majority of respondents placed a higher value on accessible green spaces since the start of the 
pandemic. Others focussed on changes in their behaviour they hope to continue, including driving 
less but walking and cycling more, spending more time in their gardens or their allotments and 
recycling more.

The recent Let’s Talk campaign further highlighted the importance of the natural environment, with 
respondents rating green spaces and improvements in areas such as beaches as one of the highest 
priority actions for improving life for residents. Respondents also emphasised the need to safeguard 
the local area and its current natural environmental assets in the area: “Maintain, improve and add 
to the accessible natural green spaces and nature reserves in the area - ensuring people can enjoy 
them, gain health benefits from them, learn and engage in, participate in volunteering and feel a 
stewardship for [them]. Generally, increase the nature value of all public owned land and buildings.”

Further, most participants said that the geography of the area is very important to them. The 
natural beauty of Neath Port Talbot was praised, with the Western Brecon Beacons, Aberavon 
Beach and the many waterfalls in the area being discussed specifically. In addition, it was said that 
the footpaths, cycle routes, public parks and forests are important places that people can visit to 
enjoy and feel safe – and that the area benefits from being near Swansea and the coastline, whilst 
maintaining its “community feel”.

Key to participants was the accessibility of outdoor spaces. In particular, Aberavon beach was 
praised by many as an outdoor space especially due to its easy access and facilities for all groups. For 
example: “Some people can’t manage to climb up mountains, but when you go to Aberavon Beach, 
everyone can access that and walk along the front and have some fresh air and exercise.”
Despite the general appreciation of Neath Port Talbot’s outdoor areas, there was some concern 
about antisocial behaviour in certain parks, particularly in the Dulais Valley. Other concerns were 
raised around the loss of green space due to construction. This demonstrates the importance in 
maintaining the assets within the county that residents rely upon. 

While Neath Port Talbot’s greenspaces are viewed highly by residents, national assessments suggest 
that the area rates poorly in terms of accessible natural greenspace. Further, the Local Development 
Plan’s assessment of Open Space and Greenspace highlights a shortfall in the provision of areas such 
as sport pitches, children’s play areas and allotments across the county.
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KEY ISSUES

Whilst GI in Neath Port Talbot is a significant asset to the county, these natural resources face 
various pressures such as from development, inappropriate management, agricultural practices, 
pollution and climate change, as well as anti-social behavioural issues such as dog-fouling, 
wildfires, litter and fly-tipping. Illegal off-road activity is also a problem facing public, private, 
and common land. Further, the majority areas such as SSSIs are largely in unfavourable condition. 
These assets are also often undervalued and their contribution to well-being, along with the 
potential to deliver greater benefits in future, goes unrecognised. Without proper recognition, 
there is the risk that these assets will not be afforded the necessary protections or receive the 
required investment and/or be managed insensitively.

Greenspaces and GI is an emerging area of work. Although high quality information and data is 
available on mapping, opportunities, and demands, further analysis is required to inform delivery 
across the county. NRW has started to develop mapping based on demand for intervention. The map 
below shows shows the catchment areas for accessible greenspaces, highlighting greenspaces that 
are likely to have a more ‘natural’ feel. It also shows urban areas that do not currently have access to 
greenspace (demand), and these have been prioritised according to the number of people and the 
overall deprivation in the area.
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FUTURE TRENDS

The Connecting Green Infrastructure (South West Wales) project is funded through the Welsh 
Government Enabling Natural Resources and Well-being (EnRAW) grant. The £2.28 million 
project aims to take a strategic approach to the maintenance, enhancement and creation of 
GI for the benefit of people, the economy and wildlife across Neath Port Talbot, Swansea, and 
Carmarthenshire. The objectives include new place-based collaborative approaches to delivering 
GI, using evidence to identify opportunities for innovative design solutions, sustainably managing 
our natural resources, working with and enabling communities to maximise the benefit from GI 
opportunities and identifying sustainable new delivery funding mechanisms. The project offers a 
huge opportunity for green infrastructure in Neath Port Talbot and will guide much of the work in 
this area over the next few years.



45

ENERGY

Renewable Energy and the ‘decarbonisation’ agenda is now an integral and constantly 
growing part of the national and local energy mix. The decarbonisation agenda presents both 
opportunities and enormous challenges. Affordable and clean energy is a prerequisite for 
economic and social development. At the same time, the unsustainable use of resources to 
generate energy and the way it is used has also contributed to climate change and widespread 
environmental degradation. The energy sector is a major contributor to climate change but is also 
a sector that is impacted by climate change. 

Ecosystems are key in meeting the growing energy demand especially if the aim is to meet that 
demand through renewable sources. The quality and integrity of ecosystems need to be well-
managed and enhanced to ensure the sustainability of future supplies.

HEADLINE MESSAGES

 z Neath Port Talbot is a leader in renewable energy generation with the some of the highest 
installed renewable energy capacity in Wales.

 z The Swansea Bay City Deal includes will support Neath Port Talbot being an exemplar of low 
carbon growth and innovation.

 z While Neath Port Talbot continues to develop its energy sector, both the potential and the 
impact on the environment needs to be considered to ensure that its progress toward tackling 
the climate emergency is not to the detriment of the nature emergency.

 z We should continue to set examples such as those at Pen y Cymoedd for multiple benefits that 
tackle both the climate and nature emergencies.
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NEATH PORT TALBOT

Offshore and onshore wind continue to play a major role in Welsh renewable electricity 
generation, accounting for 29% and 38% of renewable generation respectively in 2019. Solar PV 
now accounts for 12% of all renewable electricity generation in Wales. Neath Port Talbot is rapidly 
becoming a leader in Wales for its energy generation and investment in large-scale renewable 
energy projects. In 2019, Neath Port Talbot had the second highest total installed renewable 
energy capacity in Wales.

Neath Port Talbot has the highest capacity of onshore wind, with a total of 230 MW. Nearly two 
thirds of this capacity is from the Pen y Cymoedd wind farm which is situated on the border of 
Neath Port Talbot and Rhondda Cynon Taf. Pen y Cymoedd expects to produce enough power 
annually to meet the electricity demand of more than 188,000 UK households, and will more than 
meet the domestic demand of host local authorities Rhondda Cynon Taf and Neath Port Talbot. 
Over the lifetime of the project, it is expected to save 6.4 million tonnes of CO2. Further, the habitat 
restoration associated with the project (see Land Use and Soils) demonstrates the way in which large 
scale energy projects can simultaneously support decarbonisation efforts and help reverse a decline 
in biodiversity in a multitude of ways. Such habitat improvements will encourage many local wildlife 
species currently in decline to thrive again. In addition, restoration of these peatlands will prevent 
further loss of greenhouse gas emissions from this habitat.

Other projects in Neath Port Talbot include Llynfi Afan and Mynydd Brombil onshore wind projects 
and the creation of biomass, solar and other renewable energy schemes across the County Borough. 
Neath Port Talbot is also playing a key role as part of the Swansea Bay City Deal. As part of the £1.8 
billion programme, Neath Port Talbot County will be the location of a number of projects. This 
includes ongoing developments that support innovation and low carbon growth.
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KEY ISSUES

The way in which energy is harnessed and employed makes it a critical environmental issue, as 
often its sourcing, production, transmission, distribution, and consumption has an impact on the 
ecosystems. The generation of energy, both from fossil fuel and renewable sources, generate 
a number of local and global impacts such as consumption of natural resources, production of 
atmospheric emissions, consumption of water, generation of conventional and nuclear waste, 
increase in land use and the installation of infrastructure which have effects on habitats, 
flora and fauna. 

All sources of energy, both conventional and renewable sources, have an impact on the natural 
environment and its ecosystems. The key to sustainable energy systems is to ensure that the right 
technology is developed in the right place. The importance of ecosystem services is increasingly 
being recognised by governments and while there is considerable research undertaken in 
understanding the impact of energy on ecology, little has been done to translate these impacts in 
understanding their effects on human well-being.

While Neath Port Talbot continues to develop its energy sector, both the potential and the impact 
on the environment needs to be considered to ensure that its progress toward tackling the climate 
emergency is not to the detriment of the nature emergency.

FUTURE TRENDS

The Welsh Government’s commitment to achieve net zero emissions by 2050 and a net zero public 
sector by 2030 will have a significant impact on energy generation in Wales. In March 2019, the 
Welsh Government published ‘Prosperity for All: A Low Carbon Wales’. More recently, in October 
2021 the Welsh Government set out its Net Zero Wales Carbon Budget 2 (2021 to 2025). 

This document recognises that alongside reducing fossil-fuelled generation in Wales, we need to 
increase generation from renewables in ways which are the most cost effective and beneficial for 
Wales. Importantly, this includes a vision of a decarbonised energy system which provides wider 
economic and social benefits for Wales than the system we see today. The plan aims to virtually 
eliminate greenhouse gas emissions from power stations by 2035.
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WASTE

Wales uses many resources for activities in business and industry, farming and food production, 
home and office, and this impacts on the natural environment. When waste is generated, it can 
be detrimental to ecosystems, biodiversity and the wellbeing of the population, especially where 
it is not managed appropriately at authorised waste sites or is managed through illegal activities. 
Generating waste also increases pressure on the use of natural resources.

If everyone in the world were to consume the same as the average Welsh citizen, 2.5 planets 
would be required to produce global resources. This is unsustainable and Welsh society must start 
living within its environmental limits. The Welsh Government Circular Economy strategy ‘Beyond 
Recycling’ sets a one planet resource use and zero waste aspiration for 2050.

HEADLINE MESSAGES

 z Wales uses many resources for activities in business and industry, farming and food production, 
home and office, and this impacts on the natural environment.

 z Neath Port Talbot has a trend of decreasing waste per person but is above the Welsh average. 
 z Waste crime poses risks to the condition and resilience of ecosystems and the benefits they 

provide through mismanagement of waste.
 z Tackling our resource use and waste is key to achieving a zero waste and net zero carbon Wales.

NEATH PORT TALBOT

In 2018, the total quantity of waste generated in Wales was estimated to be 8.9 million tonnes, 
excluding mining and quarrying wastes, agriculture, forestry and fishing. The majority of waste 
generated in Wales in 2018 was estimated to originate from the construction and demolition 
sector (53%), followed by the commercial (17%) and industrial sectors (16%). In comparison, 
waste generated from household sources (14%) contributed the least to total waste generation. 
These figures are not available at the regional level but are presented here to give an overall 
understanding of waste generation by sector.

In 2020-21 Neath Port Talbot produced a smaller amount of waste than the average in Wales. 
Between 2012-13 and 2020-21, Neath Port Talbot has reduced the amount of waste generated (that 
is not recycled) per person from 281kg to 208kg. The information below provides a brief overview 
of key figures around household waste in Neath Port Talbot in 2020-21 and the benefits in terms of 
savings and emissions avoided.

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-03/beyond-recycling-strategy-document.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-03/beyond-recycling-strategy-document.pdf
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RECYCLING RATE 
NPT: 67.6%
WALES: 65%

TOTAL WASTE
PER PERSON
NPT: 466KG
WALES: 470KG

RESIDUAL WASTE
PER PERSON
NPT: 151KG
WALES: 163KG

SAVINGS
£5 MILLION
SAVED BY 
RECYCLING INSTEAD 
OF DISPOSAL

TOTAL
45K TONNES OF 
WASTE RECYCLED

CLIMATE CHANGE
19K TONNES OF 
CO2 EMISSIONS 
AVOIDED

KEY ISSUES

The management of waste impacts resource use and can impact surrounding ecosystems. Once 
waste is generated it requires treatment at waste facilities which consume additional resources 
such as land, energy and water. These facilities also produce emissions such as greenhouse gases 
and leachate that can be detrimental to local ecosystems.

Almost half (48.9%) of household residual waste collected at the kerbside in Wales is widely 
recyclable. Food waste is the single biggest contributor to this. This indicates that there are still 
significant opportunities for preventing food waste generated by Welsh householders and increasing 
recycling rates by improving participation in existing recycling schemes.

WASTE CRIME

Communities may suffer from odour, litter, dust, noise, vermin, and fly infestations from non-
compliant permitted sites or illegal waste sites. In addition, ecosystems suffer where waste is 
inappropriately treated, stored or disposed of without the correct and proper infrastructure. 
Waste crime and poor waste management practices can lead to fires, which impacts on key 
infrastructure and local amenities.
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Estimated costs of waste crime by type in Wales 2015-16

As shown in the table above, fly-tipping is the highest cost of any waste crime in Wales. Neath Port 
Talbot generally experienced a trend of decreasing fly-tipping incidents from 2011 until 2018. In 
the last few years there has been a rise in incidents. Of particular note, Neath Port Talbot saw an 
increase of 32% of fly-tipping incidents during the pandemic. This has been attributed to recycling 
centres being closed in line with lockdown restrictions.

FUTURE TRENDS

The achievement of zero waste by 2050 and a move towards a one planet material footprint 
for Wales requires a circular economy that goes far beyond recycling. Waste generation is an 
indicator of how far Wales has yet to go to achieve sustainable production and consumption, 
starting with influencing societal attitudes towards waste norms. 

More needs to be done to prevent waste from being generated if we are to achieve zero waste 
and one planet living The Welsh Government Circular Economy strategy ‘Beyond Recycling’ sets a 
one planet resource use and zero waste aspiration for 2050  (zero waste means that 100% of waste 
that is still generated in 2050 will be re-used or recycled as a resource). Wales is now recognised 
as having the highest household recycling rate in the UK; the second highest in Europe and the 
third highest in the world. Wales is transitioning to a high recycling nation which is a necessary 
component of a circular and regenerative economy.

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-03/beyond-recycling-strategy-document.pdf
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BIODIVERSITY

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR WELL-BEING?

Animals, plants and other organisms and the habitats they live in, play a wide range of functional 
roles in ecosystems, and in the processes that underpin the benefits that society relies on such 
as food production, clean water or pollination. Biodiversity underpins all economic activities and 
human well-being. If they are not resilient, ecosystems are not able to deliver the services and 
benefits that we are ultimately reliant on.

Protected sites make a vital contribution to our economic prosperity and are places for scientific 
research and study, where science leads exemplary management. It has been estimated that these 
protected sites alone contribute £128m annually to the Welsh economy.

 z Ecosystem Resilience  z Habitat Summaries

The following section will include information on:

HEADLINE MESSAGES

 z The state of nature in Neath Port Talbot is a mixed picture, while the majority of habitats and 
their associated wildlife are under threat and have shown declines over many years, there are 
still some significant assets.

 z The resilience of habitats in Neath Port Talbot is largely poor, with only woodland, freshwater 
and upland rock and cliff considered to have good resilience in the county.  

 z With habitat loss, damage and poor management continuing to contribute to the nature 
emergency it has never been more important to take opportunities to deliver positive action, to 
reverse the trend and to improve and recover the nature of Neath Port Talbot.

 z A changing climate will likely impact on the condition and distribution of habitats and species, 
and degraded habitats contribute to climate change. However, by putting nature into recovery 
we can also tackle climate change. Thriving habitats can safely lock up vast amounts of carbon, 
while providing other vital benefits that help us adapt to our future climate, such as flood 
prevention, clean water and improved health and wellbeing.
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NEATH PORT TALBOT: ECOSYSTEM RESILIENCE

Ecosystem resilience is the capacity of ecosystems to deal with disturbances, either by resisting 
them, recovering from them, or adapting to them, whilst retaining their ability to deliver services 
and benefits now and in the future. Disturbances include (but are not limited to): habitat and 
species loss and deterioration; climate change; pollution and invasive non-native species.

The ‘Resilient Wales’ wellbeing goal refers to ‘A nation which maintains and enhances a biodiverse 
natural environment with healthy functioning ecosystems that support social, economic and 
ecological resilience and the capacity to adapt to change’. Fundamentally, this goal recognises that 
resilient ecosystems underpin economic and social prosperity and in order to realise the benefits 
that nature can provide, our ecosystems must be healthy and resistant to threats and disturbance.

Ecosystem Resilience is essential to the people and communities in Wales, allowing us to benefit 
from the ecosystem services and natural resources they provide, whether this is clean air and water, 
provision of food, allowing us to be more adaptable to climate change and extreme events such as 
drought or flooding or simply through the intrinsic value of biodiversity and landscapes. By putting 
nature into recovery, we can also help tackle climate change. Thriving habitats can safely lock up 
vast amounts of carbon, while providing other vital benefits that help us adapt to our future climate, 
such as flood prevention, clean water and improved health and wellbeing. 

Directly quantifying resilience is difficult because ecosystems are complex and dynamic. One 
pragmatic approach is to think about the relationship between attributes of ecosystem resilience 
and their emergent properties as indicators of resilience. Ecosystems have many attributes but 
the most easily understood and assessed are diversity, extent, condition and connectivity. These 
attributes will together influence an ecosystem’s adaptability and ability to recover from or 
resist change.

The ‘DECCA’ framework
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DIVERSITY

Diversity matters at every level and scale, from genes to species, and from habitats to landscapes.  
It supports the complexity of ecosystem functions and the cascade of interactions that deliver 
services and benefits, so diversity is important for enhancing the capacity of the whole system to 
adapt to future change.

Neath Port Talbot has 950ha of protected land, 21 Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and 3 
sites designated as both SSSI and Special Areas for Conservation (SAC) both partly within Neath Port 
Talbot. The habitats represented by the SSSIs range from upland heathland to lowland bog and 
sand dunes. 

In addition to Local Nature Reserves (LNRs), National Nature Reserves (NNRs), Sites of Special 
Scientific Interest (SSSI), Ramsar and Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) designations Neath Port 
Talbot Council has identified 8000ha of habitats that qualify under the national Sites of Importance 
for Nature Conservation guidance. Of these 4372ha are watercourses and 1872ha ancient semi-
natural woodland. The rest include coastal (sand dunes, saltmarsh), grasslands (neutral, acid, wet), 
heathland, bog, rocky outcrops and previously developed land. Plus, specific designations for plant, 
bird, invertebrate and reptile species. This is not a comprehensive survey of the county there is an 
ongoing process of designation and reassessment. Neath Port Talbot Council manage a number of 
important sites they own including Country Parks and LNRs. 



54

Protected sites (Special Protection Areas, Sites of Importance for Nature Conservation, SACs, SSSIs, 
LNRs and) play a crucial role in ecosystem resilience, acting as reservoirs of biodiversity which can 
flow into the wider landscape if conditions allow. However, such sites are also becoming increasingly 
isolated due to human activity which then leads to an ecosystem becoming less resilient and 
fragmented. The challenge therefore is to ensure habitats are restored and connected through 
wider resilient ecological networks so that they can function coherently and provide wider social 
and economic benefits. Priority should be given to more holistic management of habitat networks, 
working with natural processes.

Of particular note for their diversity are Neath Port Talbot’s coastal ecosystems which provide 
habitats for a third of Neath Port Talbot’s priority species even though they only represent 1% of the 
land cover in the county.

Large amounts of restored grassland on coal spoil also occur in the county, such as at Bryn Tip and 
Selar Opencast near Cwmgwrach.  Some of these sites have complex habitat mosaics and a rich 
diversity of grassland species, often with key species such as Bee Orchid, Common Spotted-orchid, 
Carline Thistle, Pignut and Rough Hawkbit.

Following the closure and removal of heavy industry, the open mosaic land that is created can 
provide opportunities and refuge for uncommon species and particularly species associated with 
coastal habitat.   The creation of coastal, open mosaic habitats in Neath Port Talbot, such as on 
Baglan Energy Park, are important and biodiverse resources, supporting the highest diversity of 
species in Neath Port Talbot such as Lapwing, Linnet, Shrill Carder-bee, Small Blue, Autumn Lady’s 
Tresses, and Deptford Pink. 

Whilst our woodland and wetland habitats are home to some very rare invertebrates including the 
blue ground beetle and Fen Raft Spider.

EXTENT

Extent or the size of an ecosystem will affect its capacity to adapt, recover or resist disturbance. 
Fewer species can survive in a smaller patch, and the demography of species is altered when 
habitat is lost, leading to species loss and ecosystem decay.

Neath Port Talbot supports a rich mosaic of different habitats, which have been influenced by 
a long history of human activity and land-management practices. Neath Port Talbot is the most 
wooded county in Wales and although much of this is conifer woodland, a considerable amount 
of ancient deciduous woodland survives, particularly in the Vale of Neath.  18094ha or 40% of the 
total land area of Neath Port Talbot is covered by woodland habitats. Ancient species-rich hedges 
occur throughout Neath Port Talbot, typically on raised banks along old parish lanes. They form an 
important connectivity network for wooded habitats in the county.
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Huge losses in coastal species-rich habitats have occurred in the last 100 years. Prior to the 19th 
Century, Swansea Bay was almost entirely fringed by sand dunes, covering a total area of around 
3300 ha, but by the end of the 20th Century the dune area had declined by almost two thirds. As 
a result of large-scale industrial and urban developments, most of the once continuous, pristine 
stretch of coastal dunes between the Tawe and Kenfig rivers has been lost, disconnected and 
degraded, along with very significant amounts of coastal marshland.

Semi-improved grasslands in Neath Port Talbot supports a large number of priority species and is 
one of the county’s most important biodiversity resources. Unfortunately, it is also the habitat that 
has suffered the greatest decreases in extent, condition and connectivity. This is particularly true 
for species-rich hay meadows and biodiverse marshy grasslands which are scarce, disconnected and 
often badly managed or neglected.

Neath Port Talbot also hosts extensive upland habitats including marshy grassland, acid grassland/ 
heathland and moorland and ffridd. 9455ha of such habitats cover 21% of the land in Neath Port 
Talbot. The upland landscape of Neath Port Talbot has changed significantly over the last 70 years. 
Much of the moorland and heath that was once extensive there has been planted with conifers 
and other parts have been converted to improved grazing land. However, some significant areas of 
moorland remain, particularly in the northern sector of the county.

CONDITION

The condition of an ecosystem is affected by multiple and complex pressures acting both as short 
term “pulse” and longer term “press” types of disturbance that affect the resilience of ecological 
communities and their capacity to resist, persist or recover. The pressures can disturb both the 
biotic (biological) and abiotic (environmental) factors associated with a habitat or species.

Our understanding of the condition of habitats and species in Neath Port Talbot is limited by 
availability of monitoring data, and resourcing for monitoring is often lacking.

The condition of Neath Port Talbot’s terrestrial, freshwater and marine SACs and SSSIs was assessed 
in a recent ‘baseline assessment’ (2021). This showed that feature condition within designated sites 
was largely unfavourable or unknown. Neath Port Talbot’s 21 protected sites are underpinned by 46 
features of which 3 are in favourable condition, 18 in unfavourable condition and 24 unknown.

The majority of these protected sites are in unfavourable or unknown condition which means, 
although still of immense ecological value, they could be improved. The main reason for this is 
because SSSIs have not being managed in the most appropriate ways or have not been managed 
well in the past and are in a period of recovery. 
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Data on the condition of broader habitat networks (including SINCs) is also mostly lacking. All LNRs 
have management plans although some are currently being updated. 

A lack of management is impacting on the condition of many sites and resourcing of management 
is a key challenge – especially for sites in private ownership. Some habitats such as semi natural 
grassland are especially vulnerable because of how rapidly sites can deteriorate in the absence of 
favourable management or fragmentation. There has been an astonishing 97% loss of lowland semi-
natural grasslands in England and Wales in the 20th century. 

Other key pressures affecting the condition of habitats include development pressures, 
inappropriate land management practices and invasive species.

CONNECTIVITY

Connectivity refers to the links between and within habitats, which may take the form of physical 
corridors, stepping-stones in the landscape, or patches of the same or related vegetation types 
that together create a network that enables the flow or movement of genes, species and natural 
resources (often referred to as an “ecological functional network”). Environmental factors such as 
geology, soil type or hydrological links affect sea / landscape connectivity. For any given species, 
connectivity is related to the relative distance that species can move to feed, breed and complete 
lifecycles that may need different environments. 

NRW have developed a series of habitat network maps. These are a key resource for understanding 
and informing interventions to improve ecological connectivity, and hence to help build ecosystem 
resilience. The maps provide a general understanding of ecological connectivity within landscapes 
and the ecosystem value of any habitat patch in Wales. Maps are available for the whole of Wales 
and cover the major terrestrial habitat types (broadleaved woodland, semi-natural grassland, 
heathland, fen, bog and sand dunes). 

The network maps highlight well connected grassland networks in the north west of the county, 
above Clydach and on the western side of the Neath valley, which include Hafod Wennol, 
Frondeg,Tairgwaith and Cilybebyll grassland SSSIs.

The maps also highlight priority woodland networks along both the Tawe and Neath valleys. Neath 
Port Talbot’s woodlands also form part of an important wider woodland network that provides 
functional connectivity through Coedydd Nedd a Mellte SAC to the Cardiff Beechwoods SAC in the 
southeast. Priority heathland networks are also noted on Cefn Gwrhyd.
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Habitat networks are more fragmented around urban centres such as Neath and Port Talbot. 
Maintaining and improving connectivity across the urban landscape presents significant challenges, 
and the role of well-located green infrastructure is important, as are the opportunities for 
connectivity presented by urban gardens and land in public ownership. Maintaining networks of 
urban trees and hedgerows in good condition can also improve connectivity between rural and 
urban environments.

HABITATS

The following section is drawn from the Local Nature Partnership’s State of Nature Report. 

Please see below for a summary of Neath Port Talbot’s habitat types. 

Broad Habitat/
Ecosystem Status Key Threats Key Examples of 

Opportunities

Woodland Good Invasive Non-Natives

INNS removal, manage 
community woodlands/
local nature reserves, raise 
awareness of blue-ground 
beetle

Coastal Habitats Poor

Habitat loss/connectivity, 
Development pressure, 
Lack of appropriate 
management, Lack of 
control of recreation, 
Invasive Non-Natives

Sand dune management, 
reduce bird disturbance, 
plant re-introductions, INNS 
removal
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Open Mosaic Habitats
Good (but 
future 
uncertain)

Habitat loss/connectivity, 
Development pressure, 
Succession, Lack of 
Awareness, Invasive Non-
Natives

Management strategy 
for sites, protect key sites 
through designation, 
awareness raising of 
importance

Semi-natural and marsh 
grassland Poor

Habitat loss/connectivity, 
Development pressure, 
Lack of appropriate 
management, Lack of 
awareness, Invasive Non-
Natives

Neath Port Talbot Bee-
friendly to continue to 
management verges, engage 
with other public-land 
owners to encourage similar 
management, establish 
conservation grazing on sites

Urban Fair

Habitat loss/connectivity, 
Lack of appropriate 
management, Lack of 
awareness, Invasive Non-
Natives

Swift project, assessment 
of cemeteries to identify 
opportunities for 
enhancement, Peat-free 
gardening, Bee-friendly 
streets project

Heathland and Moorland Poor

Habitat loss/connectivity, 
Lack of appropriate 
management, Invasive 
Non-Natives

Maintain and enhance 
existing management for 
Marsh Fritillary, Adder 
awareness raising, prevent 
tree planting, restore habitats

Enclosed Farmland Unknown Habitat loss/connectivity

Continue Barn Owl Project, 
arable weeds survey, engage 
and support farmers and 
landowners to take action for 
nature

Wetlands Poor

Habitat loss/connectivity, 
Lack of appropriate 
management, Pollution, 
Invasive Non-Natives

Re-instate restoration grazing 
at Fforest Goch SSSI, restore 
degraded peatlands wherever 
possible (e.g. Lost Peatlands), 
pond restoration

Freshwater Good Pollution, Invasive Non-
Natives

Divert combined sewer 
outputs, natural flood 
management, reduce 
minewater pollution, 
encourage use of SUDs

Marine Poor/Fair Pollution, Invasive Non-
Natives

Work with partners to 
reduce pollution reaching 
marine habitats, encourage 
biosecurity to reduce 
INNS, encourage biological 
recording to build evidence 
base

Upland Rock and Cliff Good Succession, Invasive Non-
Natives Remove invasive tree species
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KEY ISSUES

Biodiversity is a critical stock of natural resources that is declining in Wales and globally. 
The loss of biodiversity is accelerating globally at an unprecedented rate with around 1 million 
animal and plant species now threatened with extinction, many within the next few decades. 
There are both winners and losers for different aspects of biodiversity in Wales. The overall trend, 
however, mirrors the global picture and is one of decline.

There are a variety of pressures and demands affecting biodiversity. The five most important drivers 
are land and sea use change, direct exploitation of species, climate change, pollution and invasive 
non-native species. In the UK, agricultural intensification has been identified as having the single 
biggest impact on biodiversity. Climate change is also having a substantial effect on biodiversity. 
Species are shifting their geographical ranges as the climate warms.

The Neath Port Talbot State of Nature reports a number of key issues and threats to the local habitat 
and species.

 z Habitat loss and loss of connectivity: this may be a result of many factors but the overall loss of 
habitat area has displaced many species that lived in the county, and the lack of connectivity 
of some habitats compounds this issue by isolating species and reducing long term population 
viability e.g. Marsh Fritillary in marshy grassland habitats.  Habitat loss and reduction in 
connectivity is ubiquitous across most terrestrial habitats with many of the more specific 
pressures causing such loss covered in the following points.  

 z Development Pressure: this has particularly impacted the extent and connectivity of coastal 
habitats, open mosaic habitats and semi-natural grassland. Coastal squeeze has left little 
room for future movement in response to climate change and loss of habitats and species to 
development continue.

 z Lack of appropriate management: this has particularly impacted the condition and diversity 
of a variety of habitats, including coastal habitats, semi-natural grasslands, urban habitats, 
heathland and moorland, and wetlands.  Neglect of habitats is as much a concern as agricultural 
improvement and over-grazing or afforestation. The latter being of significant concern for 
peatlands, with much of the upland peatland resource in the county currently afforested.

 z Lack of control of recreational activities in sensitive locations: this not only includes off-road 
motorcycles, but also dog walking and drone flying, all of which can have damaging impacts to 
nature e.g. through causing erosion of coastal habitats or disturbance of sensitive species such 
as wading bird roosts or nesting birds.

 z Successional changes: without appropriate management key biodiversity resources can be lost 
to succession through scrub encroachment by native woody species. This is a particular concern 
for open mosaic habitats.
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 z Lack of awareness: there is a lack of awareness and understanding of the importance of many 
habitats and species in the county, what the benefits of nature are for people and how people’s 
activities impact upon nature.  A change in behaviour and attitude is needed to reverse declines 
and encourage good management.  This is particularly needed for open mosaic habitats, semi-
natural grasslands and urban habitats.

 z Pollution: pollution, including mine waters and sewerage discharge, and eutrophication are key 
concerns for wetland, freshwater and marine habitats causing a reduction in diversity of these 
habitats.

 z Invasive non-native species: the encroachment of invasive non-native species adversely affects 
all habitats in Neath Port Talbot, with many invasive species encroaching and out-competing 
native flora and fauna.

FUTURE TRENDS

Biodiversity is declining globally, with rates of loss and extinction unprecedented in human history 
and accelerating. The impact on our biodiversity in Wales is no different, with 1 in 6 species at risk 
of extinction, and 73 species lost from Wales since the 1970s.   

At the all-Wales scale, SoNaRR 2020 tells us that many of our ecosystems are not resilient to 
unexpected or unforeseen change because one or more of their aspects are insufficient. 
It concludes that: 

 z Only 13% of Welsh habitats are considered 
to have high diversity levels. The ratings 
indicate that ecosystems are not resilient, 
and many species are not recovering.

 z The small patch size for at least 43% of Welsh 
habitats implies extent is insufficient and 
offers low resilience.

 z Condition is low (67%) to medium (33%) 
across Wales in all ecosystems with none of 
the habitats rated high.

 z 70% of Welsh Ecosystem have low to 
medium connectivity. The ratings suggest 
that species will find it challenging to adapt 
to climate change and other pressures. 

Although we lack comprehensive data, the situation in Neath Port Talbot is likely similar. We 
have seen incremental loss and fragmentation of habitats due to the pressures of development, 
inappropriate land use and lack of management, and increased pressures on ecosystem condition 
from impacts such as INNS and ash die-back and increased recreational pressure amongst others. 

Climate change is likely to further exacerbate pressures on ecosystem condition and we are likely 
to see shifts the distribution, extent and condition of habitats. Future projections for population 
growth and housing needs in Neath Port Talbot are also likely to put further pressure on semi-
natural habitats. 

There is an ever-increasing conflict between economic growth and protection of the environment 
and transformational change is needed to address this in the long term.  



61

KEY SOURCES OF INFORMATION

Natural Resources Wales - State of Natural Resources Report (SoNaRR) for Wales 2020
Natural Resources Wales - South West Wales Area Statement

Natural Resources Wales - Marine Area Statement
Wellbeing of Wales: National Indicators

Future Trends, National Indicators and National Milestones: Consolidated plan for 2021
Neath Port Talbot Council - Adopted LDP (2011-2026)

Stats Wales - Environment and Countryside
Independent Assessment of UK Climate Risk - Climate Change Committee

CCRA Evidence Report Wales Summary
Welsh Government - Net Zero Wales

Welsh Government - Beyond Recycling
Welsh Government - The Clean Air Plan for Wales

Neath Port Talbot Air Quality Progress Report 2020

SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION

Welsh Government - National Strategy for Flood and Coastal Erosion Risk Management in Wales
South West Wales Landscapes

Air Quality in Wales
Bathing Water Quality (NPT)

Connecting Green Infrastructure - South West Wales
Energy Use in Wales Report 2018
Energy Generation in Wales 2019

Air pollution in Wales Report 2018
Swansea Bay City Deal

Environment and Rural Affairs 2019
Brexit and our land: Securing the future of Welsh farming

Ecological and Carbon Footprints of Wales
LDP 2011-2026: Landscape and Seascape - Supplementary Planning Guidance 

Natural Resources Wales / Wind energy
My Recycling Wales - Neath Port Talbot’s recycling data

My Recycling Wales - Where does your recycling go?
Welsh Government - Net Zero Wales Carbon Budget 2 (2021-2025): Summary document

Welsh Government - Working together to reduce outdoor air pollution, risks and inequalities
Natural Resources Wales - Know Your River – Tawe Salmon and Sea Trout Catchment Summary

Natural Resources Wales – Water available in our catchments

https://naturalresources.wales/evidence-and-data/research-and-reports/state-of-natural-resources-report-sonarr-for-wales-2020/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/area-statements/south-west-wales-area-statement/?lang=en
https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/area-statements/marine-area-statement/?lang=en
https://gov.wales/wellbeing-wales-national-indicators
https://gov.wales/future-trends-national-indicators-and-national-milestones-consolidated-plan-for-2021-html#section-62094
https://www.npt.gov.uk/7328
https://statswales.gov.wales/Catalogue/Environment-and-Countryside
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/independent-assessment-of-uk-climate-risk/
https://www.ukclimaterisk.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/CCRA-Evidence-Report-Wales-Summary-Final.pdf
https://gov.wales/net-zero-wales
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-03/beyond-recycling-strategy-document.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-08/clean-air-plan-for-wales-healthy-air-healthy-wales.pdf
https://www.npt.gov.uk/media/15338/npt-aq-progress-report-2020.pdf?v=20210309102532
https://gov.wales/national-strategy-flood-and-coastal-erosion-risk-management-wales
https://cdn.cyfoethnaturiol.cymru/media/685446/as-south-west-wales-landscape-final.pdf?mode=pad&rnd=131722440240000000
https://airquality.gov.wales/about-air-quality/
https://www.npt.gov.uk/1328
https://businesswales.gov.wales/walesruralnetwork/local-action-groups-and-projects/projects/connecting-green-infrastructure-south-west-wales
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-06/energy-use-in-wales-2018.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-11/energy-generation-in-wales-2019.pdf
https://airquality.gov.wales/sites/default/files/documents/2019-11/AQ_Wales_2018_v7_English_web_version.pdf
https://www.swanseabaycitydeal.wales/
https://erammp.wales/sites/default/files/ERAMMP%20Rpt%2011%20Year-1%20Summary%20v1.1.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/consultations/2018-07/brexit-and-our-land-consultation-document_0.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-04/ecological-and-carbon-footprint-of-wales-report.pdf
https://www.npt.gov.uk/media/9004/spg_landscape_seascape_may18.pdf
https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/what-we-do/energy/wind-energy/?lang=en
https://myrecyclingwales.org.uk/local_authorities/neath-port-talbot
https://myrecyclingwales.org.uk/
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-10/net-zero-wales-summary-document.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/working-together-to-reduce-outdoor-air-pollution-risks-and-inequalities.pdf
http://www.hwa.uk.com/site/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/POL_10.28-know-your-river-river-tawe-salmon-and-sea-trout-catchment.pdf
https://naturalresources.wales/about-us/what-we-do/water/water-available-in-our-catchments/?lang=en
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