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The conference was all about bringing different voices into the same space to discuss 
face to face the emotive challenges facing our uplands. Then COVID-19 reared its ugly 
head. We soon realised that despite everyone’s best efforts a face to face conference was 
no longer on the cards. We also knew that with Brexit looming large and the climate and 
biodiversity crises ever more pressing, these conversations could not wait. We had to 
keep the show on the road! 

Thanks to a huge effort from the EPWales team and our scientific steering committee 
we found an online solution. After some tweaks to the programme and some generous 
sponsors, Environment Evidence 2020 eventually turned into a bigger event with a much 
greater reach than we ever expected.

I hope you find inspiration in this collection of graphic summaries 
covering the main conference themes. All the content recorded 

during the conference is still available online and accessible 
via our website, so if you missed it the first time around 

there’s still time to catch up!

2020 has been a rollercoaster ride for us all. When we started work on this 
conference in Autumn 2019 we were making plans with our partners in 
Aberystwyth for field trips and social events to get people talking and 
building new connections. 

Foreword Our 2020 conference in numbers

20,000+ 30+ 
Plays of our conference teaser video, 
narrated by actor Michael Sheen

Panellists and speakers

252 
Number of conference attendees

40+ 
More than 40 hours of catch-up 
content generated from our recorded 
Zoom sessions

2,616 
number of impressions on our 
Sponsorship Hub

4 
The number of sponsors who 
supported the event

Dr Jennifer Geroni, 
Director - Environment Platform Wales
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43 11

6

36 7

Top organisations attending the event by 
organisation affiliation

Welsh 
Government

Aberystwyth 
University

Glyndwr 
University

Natural 
Resources Wales 

Swansea 
University 
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Our first piece of media coverage 
thanks to the Daily Post

83% 
The percentage of attendees
 who found the event useful

84% 

62% 

Percentage of attendees who said 
we were very/extremely organised

Percentage of attendees who 
said the event length was 
‘about right’

97% 
The percentage of attendees who 
said we were very/extremely friendly

The top three sessions attended

Clare Pillman
Natural Resources Wales, Mon 14th Sep 10am

Optimising Land Use
Risks and Opportunities, Mon 14th Sep 11am

Resilient and Dynamic Landscapes
Tue 15th Sep 11am

40+ different organisations 
represented
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We need to build trust between upland communities and the decision makers who 
affect their lives. 
Better spaces (both physical and digital) where rural communities can meet and have their 
voices heard are essential. Welsh language communities are often closely linked with the 
farming economy and are facing unprecedented challenges and worries. They are often the 
caretakers of the landscapes that provide ecosystem services for dense population centres 
but may be physically and socially distant from them. Understanding the unique needs of our 
upland communities and empowering them to engage with decision makers is essential for 
the health and wellbeing of Wales.

We have a lot more to learn about soils.  
We know that peatlands are a huge resource for carbon storage and many people are studying 
the way they are affected by and adapting to climate change. Other types of soils, their roles 
in carbon storage and the impacts of climate and land use change on them is much less 
well understood. Soils were even referred to as the Cinderella of environmental research. 
Understanding the condition and properties of the soil we are planting in must be a key part 
of the decision making process. 

Planting the right trees in the right places.
During the conference we had some more nuanced discussions about what this actually 
means. Supporting agroforestry by planting selectively to provide shade and shelter which 
improves livestock productivity is very different to replanting a large broadleaf forest. The 
right trees in the right places can stabilise soils, reduce flooding risk and support biodiversity 
recovery. Planting trees in the wrong places can result in biodiversity loss and a net carbon 
loss from the soil that could take decades to recover.

We need to be aware of our place in history. 

Humans have been living in and shaping the uplands of Wales for over 9000 years. When we 
talk about preserving our landscapes and ways of life it helps to remember, from a historical 
perspective, that this is constantly evolving as we adapt to wider economic, social and 
technological change. Placed in this context our current perception of “normal” is just a blip 
on the historical timeline. It is human nature to value the way that we do things now and to 
feel uncertain about change. However, change is coming and we need to focus our energy on 
adapting to it in ways that support the wellbeing of our communities and environment. 

We need to pay the real cost of food production and other benefits we get 
from the land.
Decades of agricultural policy and subsidies have resulted in an abundance of cheap food 
that does not reflect the real costs of production.We expect farmers and land managers to do 
so much but often underestimate the true cost of what we are asking of them.  One of our 
panellists Chris Blake shared a quote that I think sums it all up perfectly. 

“The old social contract between farmers and society is now stretched to breaking point.  
We need a new deal, a new understanding, a new system, that brings farming and ecology 
together. And that requires dialogue, realism, trust, and changing our behaviours both as 
farmers and as consumers, and a willingness to pay the real price (in the shops and through 
our taxes) of food and good farming to make things as good as they should be.” 

English Pastoral, James Rebanks, Allen Lane, 2020.

10 things we learnt at 
Environment Evidence 2020 
Resilience in the Welsh Uplands

1. Trust is key

3. Soil: the Cinderella of environmental research

2. Trees in the right places 

4. Now doesn’t mean forever

5. Food systems: Cost v Value

Environment Evidence 2020  
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Brexit will mean big changes for the way we farm the uplands and how we pay for 
land management in these areas. 
There are many challenges facing sheep farming in particular, but if we embrace the change 
there are also huge opportunities. Much of what we can do will be influenced by changes to 
legislation, regulation and subsidies that are an inevitable consequence of leaving the EU. 
However, we can turn these to our advantage keeping Wales as a niche producer of premium 
products and broadening the employment opportunities across the uplands to include a 
range of new jobs in e.g. digital farming, conservation, heritage, tourism and forestry.

Rewilding is hugely complex and may not ever be the right solution.  
In much the same way that entirely reforesting our uplands is not the answer, taking the 
sheep away and reintroducing species that disappeared (sometimes hundreds of) years 
ago is not the answer either. This is where we need to remind ourselves that humans have 
been shaping the uplands for over 9000 years and there is not a single area that could be 
considered “natural” habitat left in Wales. We would all like to see more numerous and 
diverse wildlife in our countryside. At the same time, we mustn’t forget that reintroducing a 
species into a habitat that it is not well adapted for, may not be able to provide enough food 
and in close proximity to centres of population could create more problems than it solves.

The biodiversity crisis and the climate crisis need equal billing!
Climate change has had a high profile for years and most people understand the need to cut 
carbon emissions and increase carbon sequestration. The biodiversity crisis by comparison 
has only recently become a hot topic of conversation and most of us have no idea what to 
do about it. There will be times when what is best for climate change may not be best for 
biodiversity (we’re back to the right trees in the right places again). There may be times when 
ecosystems are actually adapting to climate change and the best thing we can do is leave 
them alone. Biodiversity considerations should be woven into the fabric of our decision 
making in the same way that decarbonisation and equality impact assessments are. Often 
climate change mitigation measures will benefit biodiversity, but not always and we need to 
be much better at identifying and managing the trade-offs.

Education and citizen engagement is the key. 
One of the few benefits of COVID-19 is that people have been spending more time outside 
engaging with nature whether in gardens, parks on country walks or in their local woodlands.  
The interest in the natural world and the interplay with our own wellbeing has rarely been 
higher.  The environmental community needs to capitalise on this to enthuse (particularly 
young) people to get involved with monitoring and protecting their local environments. Citizen 
science projects are a great way to get people involved. If we are going to develop solutions 
that stick it should be through a shared vision that takes into account the heritage of local 
communities and all those who have a stake in the health of our uplands.

People want to do the right thing.
Throughout the conference we met specialists in ecology, biodiversity, land use, conservation, 
peatlands, forestry, fresh water, economics, social sciences, the arts and many more. We had 
PhD researchers, chief scientific advisors, environmental NGOs, farmers and environmental 
consultants presenting and challenging each other. One thing that united everyone was the 
desire to do the best for the people and the ecosystems living in our uplands, the need for 
sometimes radical change and to do away with business as usual. What we need now in this 
post Brexit world is a strong steer and financial support from our Government, guided by the 
evidence, to ensure that we are all pulling in the same direction.

6. The B word: threat AND opportunity

8. ‘Naturally’ good?

7. The biodiversity emergency 9. Invested citizens

10. Radical ideas for extraordinary times
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Panel Discussion

Culture, Communities
and the Rural Economy

Graphic illustration designed by Laura Sorvala

www.laurasorvala.com
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For Resilient Uplands

Evidence Gaps &
Research Priorities

Graphic illustration designed by Laura Sorvala
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Evidence Gaps and Research Priorities 
for Our Uplands

Climate Change

Graphic illustration designed by Laura Sorvala
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Panel Discussion

Biodiverse & Resilient
Ecosystems

Graphic illustration designed by Laura Sorvala
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Sustainable Land Use

Panel Discussion

Graphic illustration designed by Laura Sorvala
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Ecosystems & Biodiversity

In The Welsh Uplands

Graphic illustration designed by Laura Sorvala
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Wellbeing and Culture

In The Uplands

Graphic illustration designed by Laura Sorvala
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A Look Ahead to Environment 
Evidence 2020

Changing Seasons,
Pastures New:

Graphic illustration designed by Laura Sorvala
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The Perfect Storm?

COVID-19, Brexit & 
Climate Change

Graphic illustration designed by Laura Sorvala
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One of the central aspects of HCC’s mission is to work alongside partners 
to ensure that the red meat sector in Wales are ready for a future which is 
sustainable – environmentally, economically and culturally. Producing quality 
lamb, beef and pork has been a cornerstone of the Welsh economy, and the 
way we do so – with fewer artificial inputs and less intensive systems than 
many around the world – can be a model for others. But all sectors need to 
play a part in achieving society’s goals in terms of the environment. HCC is 
leading work on an ambitious ‘Sustainability Roadmap’ to guide our future 
direction. We also have projects underway as part of the EU and Welsh 
Government funded Red Meat Development Programme, such as the Hill 
Ram Scheme which supports hill farmers to apply the latest technology to 
improve both the profitability and sustainability of their businesses.

Our vision is for NRW to be recognised as an integrated evidence led 
organisation, and the Welsh uplands ecosystem features extensively in our 
evidence report (State of Natural Resources Report) and in our recently 
published Area Statements. This conference provided an excellent opportunity 
for us to share our evidence and to listen to the significant upland research 
being conducted. Enhancing the resilience of upland ecosystems is a challenge, 
not least because the term ‘upland’ can mean different things to different 
people, but it does not change our priority to manage, protect and enhance this 
multi-beneficial ecosystem. The sustainable management of uplands provides 
far reaching benefits, for example, to our well-being, the environment, our Welsh 
communities, farming, and forestry. The uplands are a working ecosystem and 
to deliver Sustainable Management of Natural Resources (SMNR) we aim to 
promote carbon storage and reduce carbon losses as well as manage flood and 
drought risk and safeguard water. We promote the creation of 
space for nature to adapt to climate change as well as promoting our uplands 
so that everyone can enjoy the outdoors. In addition, we aim to support a 
circular economy and environmental growth in Wales through growing timber 
and supporting tourism. This conference was an opportunity for NRW to listen 
and engage with upland stakeholders, so that we can collaborate and adaptively 
manage Wales’s natural resources and exchange evidence between one another 
to provide long term resilience and well-being benefits. In the uplands, we aim 
to take a holistic, ecosystem approach and engage with local communities, 
scientists, non-governmental organisations, and landowners, to ensure we are 
making decisions based on the best available evidence...

Quotes from Sponsors

Natural Resources WalesHybu Cig Cymru / Meat Promotion Wales
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Our Upland Journey

With the help of Catherine Duigan from EP Wales’ member Joint Nature Conservation Committee 
(JNCC), we promoted the unique beauty of the Welsh uplands with a curated online gallery via 
Art UK’s platform. The wide-ranging interpretation of the conference title inspired the selection 
of art to provide an artistic perspective on resilience, featuring a curation of art from 
artists including Enid Chiverton, Kyffin Williams, Will Evans and Barbara Mary 
Russon. The gallery was shared and discussed online, and prompted a Twitter 
debate about the kinds of landscapes depicted and what constitutes the 
‘true image’ of Wales’ upland areas – a topic that would be discussed 
and debated at the conference itself.

Curated online gallery: 
Resilience in the Welsh Uplands - An Artistic Perspective

Top image credit

Jon Moorby, Aberystwyth Alpacas

Picture from Birmingham Musuems Trust
A Foot Bridge, North Wales, 1830-1840 by Richard Sebastian Bond

We are the leading professional membership body representing and supporting 
ecologists and environmental managers in the UK, Ireland and abroad. Our 
Vision is of a healthy natural environment for the benefit of current and future 
generations. With a growing membership and an increasingly influential voice 
we are transforming the professionalism of the sector, just as our members are 
transforming understanding of, and attitudes towards, protecting and enhancing 
our natural environment. By working together, we believe we can make a 
difference, leading to a world rich in biodiversity for the benefit of us all, 
now and in the future…

Trysor is a small heritage partnership, established in 2004 after a decade working 
within the Welsh Archaeological Trust system.  The upland landscapes of our nation 
are often seen as remote wildernesses, but as archaeologists we know that they 
are very human landscapes, fashioned by thousands of years of human activity. 
From the earliest times human communities have interacted with these amazing 
landscapes. As they are relatively undisturbed by modern activity, our hills and 
mountains bear the evidence of the places people have lived, worked and buried 
their dead. An incredible depth of human history lies before our eyes, if you look 
through the sheep, the heather, the gorse and the Molinia. With every passing year, 
with every change in the environment, the vegetation or the management regime, 
our access to old sites can fade and new features come into view. The management 
of the uplands impacts directly on our ability to understand past societies. Keeping 
the human dimension is vital for the preservation and further exploration of that 
evidence.  Our interest in the well-being and careful stewardship of the mountain 
pastures is therefore as strong as ever…

Chartered Institute of Ecology and Environmental 
Management (CIEEM) 

Trysor

Environment Evidence 2020  
Resilience of the Welsh Uplands - an Evidence Perspective
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As the UK national lockdown took place, we wanted to lift the spirits of our community 
members, delegates and followers by encouraging them to celebrate and acknowledge 
the changing landscapes, people and nature within Welsh uplands and aimed to highlight 
the existing and future challenges facing Welsh Uplands. We received over one hundred 
submissions from all corners of Wales. The competition’s four categories were chosen to 
reflect the complexity and variety of landscapes, people, communities, wildlife and way of life 
in the Uplands and entries were received from all over Wales – with many from those who’ve 
visited Wales over the years as either returning tourists, day trippers or workers. Four winners 
were announced, with two ‘Highly commended’ categories and the submissions will now be 
curated into a 2021 calendar to share with prospective 2021 conference partners and sponsors.

Welsh Uplands Photography Competition: 
‘Past, present and future’

Image credits

Emyr Roberts, Owie Bryn Eithin

Image credits

Seren Friel, Llanwonno lockdown family walk

Bradley Carr, Cygnets in Lockdown Brecon

Michael Sheen reading of John Morris Jones’ poem ‘My Land’

To coincide with our photography competition we shone a light 
on the lived experiences, extraordinary jobs and family histories 

of people living and working in the Welsh uplands. We heard 
from a third generation dairy farmer, a Rhondda whinberry 
picking family, a mountaineering  adventurer with a lifetime 
of experience monitoring the Snowdon Lily, storytellers 
reigniting magic for children on Powys’ moors and life as an 
Alpaca-chasing agroecosystems researcher in Aberystwyth! 
The stories helped paint a picture of the rich patchwork of 
their lived experiences as well the importance of hearing 
the stories that are sometimes overlooked in the wider 
conversation about the future of the uplands.

‘Uplands voices’ blogs, essays 
and stories

In the spring, we launched a new Zoom webcast series bringing together a range of researchers and 
speakers specialising in a variety of viewpoints and perspectives relating to Environmental Science. Using 
Zoom technology, we created an online space to maintain momentum in our ongoing work and a place for 
our community to meet, share ideas and connect. Inviting expert voices onto the programme, we created 
four episodes focusing on the conference themes, exploring a range of topics including Covid, Climate 
change and Brexit, Ecosystems and biodiversity and wellbeing and culture in the uplands. The webcast 
series continues to be an important tool for EP Wales in terms of engaging with our wider audience and 
elevating the conversation around environmental research and evidence. The webcasts have helped us 
reach a wider audience and with catch-up and playback capability, help us exceed the typical numbers 
who attended in-person workshops and talks, before the pandemic.

‘In:conversation’ 
 webcast series

We were lucky enough to secure the Hollywood actor Michael Sheen, 
who recorded a beautiful reading of John Morris Jones’ poem 
‘My Land’ for our conference teaser video. With the help of 
Michael Sheen’s fan community and media coverage from Daily 
Post’s farming editor for the conference, we have so far racked 
up more than 20,000 plays of the video across Twitter, 
Facebook, LinkedIn and Instagram.

Michael Sheen: 
‘My Land’ poetry reading
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Freshwater environments are simultaneously among the most important and 
most threatened on Earth – critical to supply, economic activity and biodiversity 
but at risk from misuse, overexploitation and the pressures of global change.

Balancing freshwater exploitation with protection is one of the major challenges of the 
21st century at all levels from the local to the global.  This includes Wales, where water 
brings major resource value but also an imperative to improve our stewardship of all 
aspects of the water cycle for future generations.

Environment Evidence 2021
Wales and Water: a Challenge for Future Generations

e.g. legacy and modern pollution; mine discharge; flood risk; agricultural pollution; dealing with 
wastewater; abstraction and modified flow regimes; physical modifications and connectivity; biodiversity 
decline and risks to fish stocks; climate change; recreational flash-points;  water-borne pathogens; valuing 
water appropriately; maintaining infrastructure; supply and demand

e.g. modernising monitoring and assessment; water trading; safe water transfers; digital solutions; 
integrating catchment management; water in the circular economy; green infrastructure and natural 
solutions; smarter regulation; new incentives for good practice; demonstration projects and voluntary 
action; wiser use, awareness and behaviour change; climate mitigation with adaptation; integrating 
professional capability with citizen science

e.g. floods and droughts; contested concepts: rewilding lakes, rivers and wetlands; reducing our overseas 
water footprint; maintaining technical capability; regional imbalances in supply and demand; plastics 
and emerging pollutants; integrating food production with freshwater protection.

Through keynote addresses, contributed papers, panel discussions, roundtables and 
workshops, our aim is to showcase Wales’ evidenced-based understanding and innovation 
in the water environment while learning from water-related problems and solutions 
elsewhere in the world.

Current problems

Innovative solutions

Future Challenges

Tystiolaeth amgylcheddol 2021
Cymru a Dŵr: Her i Genedlaethau’r Dyfodol

Environment Evidence 2021
Wales and Water: a Challenge for Future Generations

To pre-register and see updates to the programme, visit our website events page: 

epwales.org.uk
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The Environment Evidence 2021 conference will once again take place online 
from 13th – 17th September. Our theme for this conference is Wales and Water: 
a Challenge for Future Generations.

Freshwater environments are simultaneously among the most important and most 
threatened on Earth – critical to supply, economic activity and biodiversity but at risk 
from misuse, overexploitation and the pressures of global change.  

Our perspective in this conference will range over current problems, innovative 
solutions and future challenges – and your company or organsisation could play 
a key part in the 2021 conference.

Sponsorship opportunities for 2021: 
get yourself noticed!

Sponsorship packages start at £450 +VAT and are a great opportunity to 
raise your profile with key decision makers across Wales.

Platinum Sponsor
£1250 +VAT

Gold Sponsor
£750 +VAT

Silver Sponsor
£450 +VAT

Contact us for more information about how you can get involved:  

info@epwales.org.uk

Cambria House, 29 Newport Road, Cardiff, CF24 0TP
Ty Cambria, 29 Newport Road, Caerdydd, CF24 0TP

envelope   info@epwales.org.uk
globe   www.epwales.org.uk
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