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Protecting ancient habitats
The Celtic Rainforests Wales LIFE project mentioned in last year’s annual
report has officially launched, and the work to restore, protect and enhance
these fragile habitats is well underway.
Celtic rainforests are made up of our ancient oak woodlands, thousands
of years old, that are characterised by a wet and humid climate. They are
globally important and support an astonishing variety of wildlife. A large
percentage of the UK’s breeding population of many summer migrant birds,
including redstarts, pied flycatchers and wood warblers, can be found here,
as well as nuthatches, sparrowhawks and hawfinches. The woodlands also
support a wide variety of insects.
The Celtic Rainforests Wales LIFE project is funded by the EU’s LIFE
programme and the Welsh Government, and led by the Snowdonia
National Park Authority. It works to protect ancient woodlands from
overgrazing, lack of management and threats such as invasive plants like
rhododendron. The RSPB is working on the southern half of the project
from the Mawddach valley down to RSPB Gwenffrwd Dinas. Here,
we’re removing non-native invasive plants and undertaking woodland
management, such as halo thinning around ancient oaks.
Grazing animals are also key. The ancient woodlands have a long history
of grazing, but overgrazing damages young saplings. To tackle this, many
woodlands were fenced off for protection, however vigorous undergrowth
then took over, blocking out the light to young trees. Balancing the type
of grazing for each site can be effective in creating breathing space for the
rare lichens that thrive on the woodland floor. At our reserves at RSPB
Coed-y-parc and Coed Garth Gell, we’ve introduced cattle – including
Connor the Highland steer and two Highland cattle, known as “The Twins”
– to keep the overgrowing bracken, brambles and ivy, under control.
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A busy year for the Living Levels team
Rare lichens and many other
species thrive in the globally
important Celtic rainforests.

“We’ve seen increased public awareness about
environmental issues and we’re starting to see this reflected
in the willingness of our politicians to take pro-nature decisions.
The publication of the third State of Nature report in Wales and
World Environment Day celebrations in Cardiff were key
opportunities to show the need for a step change in our
relationship with the natural world.”

Katie-Jo Luxton
Director, RSPB Cymru
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The Living Levels Landscape Partnership is a coalition of organisations
that celebrate and conserve the natural heritage of the Gwent Levels in
south-east Wales. Joint activities between RSPB Wildlife Explorer and
Young Archaeologists groups help to spark young people’s interest
in wildlife.
24 projects are being undertaken to help reconnect local people to the
heritage, wildlife and beauty of the Gwent Levels. This landscape stretches
from Cardiff and the River Rhymney in the west to Chepstow on the
River Wye in Monmouthshire to the east. Through the partnership, 169
year 5 and 6 pupils in Cardiff, Newport and Chepstow, have experienced
the landscape through theatre and drama workshops at venues including
Tredegar House and Caldicot Castle.
The “Heritage Heroes” project is a great example of where cooperation
between RSPB Cymru and Living Levels has been at its most effective.
The scheme aims to help people living in the area to learn new skills,
and to look after the Levels in the long term. The partnership consists of
stakeholders and organisations including the three local authorities,
Natural Resources Wales, Gwent Wildlife Trust, with RSPB Cymru as
the lead partner.
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5,700

hectares, including
8 Sites of Special
Scientific Interest,
comprise the
Gwent Levels.

