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Introduction
The abundant natural resources of Wales have been extensively exploited throughout the last 300 years and in some areas mining has been proven to date from the Bronze Age.  The result of this exploitation was a heavy concentration of coal mining around the South Wales Valleys and the north east corner of Wales, widespread metal mines (mainly through the west and north) and extensive rock quarries across the country, with slate mining being predominant in the north west.

The deposits of ironstone within the South Wales coalfield also led to the introduction of iron making and associated industries.  The subsequent expansion and development of iron and steel making in the 19th and 20th Century resulted in a significant cluster of major steelworks based at various locations across Wales.  In the latter part of the 20th century, the locational advantages of the West Wales port of Milford Haven and other ports along the Severn Estuary also gave rise to petrochemicals being established as a significant industry.   

The consequent reliance on primary extractive and steelmaking industries to provide employment became a weakness in the 1970’s when a decline in coal and steel led to the loss of many jobs.  The Welsh economy was badly hit by the downturn and, in 1975, the UK Government responded to this situation by establishing the Welsh Development Agency.  The remit given to the new organisation at its commencement in 1976 encompassed both the economic and environmental aspects of regeneration.  The specific remit and priorities of the Agency changed over the years and in 2006, the Agency was merged into the Welsh Assembly Government. The provision of sites for new development and the environmental enhancement of both the urban and rural fabric have remained key components in delivering the strategic objectives of economic and social prosperity in Wales.

Environment as a key to the future

“Improvement of the environment of Wales (having regard to the existing amenity)” was one of the main functions given to the WDA when it was established in 1976.  Inclusion of this function suggests that those who drafted the WDA Act during the 1970’s, had the foresight to recognise that the environment has a role in the economic well being of Wales.  There is no mathematical or scientific model from which we can prove this, but there is overwhelming anecdotal evidence that external investors will tend to favour environments that are clean and healthy. Hence, the linkage between economy and environment has an increasing significance in investment decisions and is a major factor for incorporating sustainability into regeneration projects.

Two of our main funding programmes fit within this ‘environmental’ function; namely Land Reclamation grant and Environmental Improvement grant. Both of these have had dedicated resources since 1976. Urban regeneration and rural regeneration were added to the remit during the late 1980’s. The Government of Wales Act 1998, which established an administration for Wales devolved from the UK Government in Westminster, introduced specific sustainable development requirements which have been incorporated into the programmes. 
The funding packages provide support for brownfield redevelopment and are delivered in partnership with the private or public sector, often in the form of joint ventures or development agreements. The support can take the form of grant aid or direct investment for property development, site preparation, infrastructure improvements and reclamation/remediation of former industrial land, but can also be in the form of advice to businesses.  The removal of dereliction complements, and often leads, the work of urban and rural regeneration. 
We also recognise that a single objective for a reclamation scheme can have a number of beneficial outcomes. For example, reclamation to prepare a site for new employment will generally result in an improved image for the area and the removal of a public health hazard. The objective of the public sector funding should be to optimise benefits, whilst acting as a stimulus and confidence builder for investors, for indigenous businesses and for communities.

Delivery and management

By necessity, we have to work to formal guidelines and criteria drafted to accord with statutory provisions. These include the definitions of dereliction and reclamation guiding our working practice. The traditional definition adopted in the UK for derelict land is

“land so damaged by past industrial or other activity that it is incapable of beneficial use without treatment”.

This definition places a clear emphasis on the future use of the land and underpins the distinction between addressing liabilities and securing regeneration.

Reclamation is the process by which derelict, despoiled or contaminated land is brought back into a specified beneficial use. Within this process, there is often a need for remediation, which is the process by which health and environmental risks associated with the presence of contamination are reduced to an acceptable level. In the UK, acceptability can be judged against a range of criteria; the principal one being the exposure of future users of the site to hazardous materials.
So what is a brownfield site?  A generally accepted definition is “land that has previously been used for development”. This differs from the derelict land definition given above as it does not suggest any action is required. However, for a site to receive a beneficial new use, constraints imposed by past uses as diverse as community buildings (perhaps for retail or religious purposes) and steelworks will require some form of reclamation. The major difference is that, in the case of heavy industrial use, there will be contaminated soils to treat. Contamination has been recognised as a specific topic for previously used land since the late 1970’s/early 80’s, but the term ‘brownfield’ did not generally arise until the mid 1990’s.

Wales, along with the rest of the United Kingdom, has been pursuing the reclamation of former industrial land in accord with the best available techniques and practice. This practice is largely as developed in the UK but the need for reclamation and remediation is not limited to the UK. International interest in the topic has been directed at improving the management of operational sites, reusing ‘brownfield’ sites and the restoration of mineral workings. Many research and networking projects have been funded by the European Union as a way of sharing knowledge and expertise and of developing best practice. One of these - CLARINET -  developed the concept of Risk Based Land Management, which requires a technical assessment process, but also emphasises the need to engage with a wide range of stakeholders. The outcome of that project presents an approach to successful development which aligns closely with that adopted by the WDA and Welsh Assembly Government in terms of ensuring there is adequate interaction between environmental, technical and planning aspects of a project and dialogue with stakeholders.

The majority of land reclamation work is undertaken in partnership with local authorities, who receive 100% grant aid for the costs incurred to acquire, investigate, design and implement projects. Repayment of the land value is required when the site is developed. Private sector applicants are also eligible to receive grant under slightly different terms to the public sector. For them, the grant is based on the ‘net loss’ incurred on the project; the ‘net loss’ being calculated when the grant offer is made by deducting the assessed increased value of the land from the cost of eligible reclamation works. Joint ventures, with either private or public sector organisations and providing variable rates of financial support, can also be appropriate in some circumstances.

The management team undertake the technical and financial appraisal of projects at concept, design and contract stage to ensure that resources are being utilised effectively and the extent of works proposed is appropriate for the project. The personnel in the team are professionally qualified and comprise civil engineers, surveyors, ecologists and environmental scientists. This ensures that the team have an adequate level of competency to undertake evaluations and present valid judgements on the best use of public resources. Furthermore, we have access to other professional disciplines within the organisation should the need arise.
Programme focus and outputs
The early work of reclamation in Wales focused on sites where a physical hazard existed – mainly landslip in disused colliery spoil tips but also from erosion of metalliferous mining spoils and from derelict buildings.  The emphasis of resources was consequently, in the coalfield of south Wales, where the deposition of spoil on the slopes of over steepened glacial valleys exacerbated the inherent stability problems.

These geological and topographical conditions also had a significant impact on the ability to deliver under the second level priority of creating development land.  In some areas, derelict sites provided the only opportunity available for achieving this objective (and such opportunities were generally taken), but in other areas, it was (and still is) far more cost effective to reclaim sites for a ‘green’ use and develop elsewhere.  
The product of reclamation is often defined within the design process, so defining the desirable land use and evaluating achievable land capacity has to be an iterative process. The solution seeks to optimise the choice between the most desirable land use (in simple planning terms) and the most cost effective use of the site; bearing in mind any intrinsic nature conservation value.

Since 1976, over 1000 sites have been reclaimed at a gross cost of over £450 million, with individual sites ranging from an area of less than 0.5ha to over 100ha.  New industrial development now exists on 180 of these sites and housing on a further 80 sites.  Other uses include schools, roads, hotels, hospitals, country parks, forestry and formal recreation facilities. Due to topographical constraints, only about 50% of reclaimed sites have been developable; and of this only about 40% supports buildings.   Thus, there has been a significant proportion (say 80%) of reclaimed sites contributing to the general improvement of the environment and image of Wales.  In addition, this outcome of the programme has generated substantial ecological benefits within the Welsh environment.

The recent emphasis for empowering citizens to determine their future has resulted in local communities and other stakeholders being engaged in the final selection of land use and reclamation strategy.  This process is now critical to the success of a project. It requires stakeholders to be consulted early in the site assessment and design cycle to ensure that adequate information about the site is available to all parties. For instance, if the site had been occupied by heavy industry, with the risk of residual pollution being present, there is likely to be local concern about health impacts arising both from the site in its derelict state and from the process of reclaiming it. Such fears need to be fully recognised and addressed in dialogue with stakeholders. Similarly, communities will also have a view on how a particular site can meet their needs for well being, employment and recreation.
Heritage in Action

Heritage tourism has achieved a significant role in bringing communities together and giving them a focus for the future. Recognition that our heritage was undervalued in terms of what it can offer to visitors was a driver for the Welsh Assembly Government and Wales Tourist Board (now part of WAG) initiating a project aimed at developing a strategic partnership approach to the heritage tourism theme. The South Wales Industrial Heritage Initiative brought together a wide range of organisations, some already active in the field (such as Heritage Trusts and Local Authorities), to look at mechanisms for improving the interpretation of the legacy of the world’s first industrial nation. 
The organisation which emerged from this initial work was given the name HERIAN which is Welsh for ‘challenge’ and is also a composite acronym for Heritage in Action.  The aim over the past 5 years has been to link heritage with regeneration and development.  Additionally, it promotes heritage as a catalyst for environmental improvements.

It is a unique partnership of Local Authorities, Government and its agencies and voluntary organisations.  Through the partnership, local communities are engaged in the ownership and management of local heritage across the region, which effectively spans the whole of the South Wales Coalfield (one of the largest in the UK) and captures the related developments of transportation networks extending to the coast of South Wales.  This area encompasses almost 2/3rds of the population of Wales – around 1.8m people.  The communities served vary from the most affluent to some of the poorest in Wales.

Wales was the first industrial nation but its story is little known outside Wales and as generations grow and move on, the story is also being lost within Wales.  Hence, there is a key objective for HERIAN of creating a strong product image and to ‘sell’ this product.  This is achieved through educational links to schools and colleges, enhancement of the visitor experience at existing sites and prioritising heritage proposals with support from the partners.  The ultimate objective is to provide physical and cultural links between sites in a comprehensive, attractive and environmentally friendly manner.

The initiative is managed by a project director and an administration manager, who work with a range of consultants and public officers from partner organisations.  They produce literature and provide support to programmes of events across the region. To date, they have achieved considerable success in promoting a wide range of heritage attractions and events and in getting South Wales recognised on a wider stage. The region is an integral part of the European Route of Industrial Heritage (ERIH), which has linked the most important sites in Europe into a single exciting network. The ‘backbone’ of the route is a series of ‘anchor sites’ which represent the major attractions, of which there are 3 in South Wales.
One of these – Big Pit Mining Museum – lies within a designated World Heritage Site around Blaenavon. The area includes one of the best preserved ironworks of its kind and has retained an authentic industrial landscape. The town of Blaenavon presents a focal point for visitors and there has been significant investment in buildings, including a World Heritage Centre recently opened in a former school building.
Sustainable Development

Section 79 of the Government of Wales Act 2006 imposes a legal duty on the Welsh Ministers to have a scheme setting out how they propose to promote sustainable development in the exercise of their functions. The Welsh Assembly Government is committed to working with others in order to deliver its sustainable development objectives, which recognise that “the main challenge facing Wales is to promote development that improves people’s lives over the long term while sustaining the natural resources future generations will need”. The practical implications for our work on economic and environmental regeneration  has been translated into ensuring that “businesses in Wales are well equipped to respond to the opportunities and challenges posed by the sustainability agenda and that our own mainstream activity reflects the need to make the most of environmental, commercial and social benefits”. 
Mainstreaming sustainable development is an extremely complex task requiring recognition of working practices and objectives across a wide range of functions. We have chosen to pursue the task through the preparation of practical guidelines and tools for sustainability appraisal. As well as an overall appraisal framework, we also have in place a series of topic specific guidelines covering the critical areas of land contamination and biodiversity. 

Work on preparing the overall framework for regeneration and development activity commenced in 2002 with the aim of ensuring that all of our work, from strategy preparation through to implementation, is focussed on the delivery of sustainable outcomes as well as securing design quality aspirations. The approach represents an enhanced way of working which recognises that various aspects of our work now require a more formal coordination to achieve common goals. Sustainable development guidelines link to the way people work and the hierarchy of intervention necessary to achieve positive outcomes. The practical appraisal tool developed from the guidelines can be applied to four key areas of activity, namely sustainable strategies, sustainable sites, masterplanning and sustainable design and construction.
At a strategic level, the outcomes of the proposed approach will provide a positive framework for the future of declining areas and enhance the already stronger areas. There will be a realistic level of aspiration and local input supporting the Assembly’s vision for a sustainable Wales. In particular, we believe that it will result in an environment that is healthy and biologically diverse, a self-sustaining economy that respects the environmental and social context and removes barriers to investment across Wales.
At a project level, we need to ensure that sustainability criteria are adopted for all the sites we acquire or promote for development. These criteria range from consideration of site constraints, accessibility, impact on biodiversity, energy consumption, use of natural resources and design quality. The policy objectives are led by the response to climate change and require all developments to meet a minimum level of compliance with criteria adopted across the UK, for example the ‘Code for Sustainable Homes’.
Biodiversity Guidelines

Biodiversity at its simplest means the variety of all living things and the habitats or places that support them.  It is the underlying principle behind the terms wildlife; nature conservation; ecology and the natural environment/ nature. In our response to the Assembly’s sustainable development policy, we made a commitment to “strive to avoid negative impacts on landscape and biodiversity arising from our development activity.  Where impacts are unavoidable we will seek ways of minimising and mitigating against any losses.  We will also continue to work with others to make a contribution to the enhancement of biodiversity and landscape quality. “ 
European Directives on habitats and nature conservation have provided a driver for stringent regulation of biodiversity and there are numerous pieces of legislation now in place. In particular, the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 imposes a duty on all public authorities to seek enhancement of the natural environment in all their activity and strategic plans are required to undergo formal assessment to determine their impact on the environment. 

The development of Biodiversity Guidelines was identified as a desirable early output for our work in sustainable development due to the potential for adverse impact from ongoing site development work, and the large – and growing – volume of environmental legislation which affects biodiversity. The guidelines provide detailed practical advice, including advice on obligations and best practice, to project managers and interested parties involved in construction, land and property activity. They assist in making sure that the best possible choices are made with regard to biodiversity factors. The guidelines cover when and how to consider ecological issues at different stages of project development and implementation, including land acquisitions, design, contract implementation, and maintenance.  Detailed appendices provide specimen briefs for different stages of assessment which project managers can use in preparing briefs for consultants.  

The guidelines are designed to promote best practice and by producing an auditable trail of 'responsible development', aim to avoid contravening legislation in relation to biodiversity and in so doing, reduce the risk of incurring costs, bad publicity and possible prosecution as well as unforeseen negative impacts to the environment. 

Summary

The land reclamation and environment programmes have played a significant role in the quest to develop vibrant sustainable businesses, to enhance the quality of life for the citizens of Wales and to restore the natural environment in locations despoiled by past industry. In providing the essential first step in the regeneration process, reclamation achieves:-

· hazard removal, 

· good development leverage, removal of blight from an area (encouraging investment by others), 

· enhanced heritage and biodiversity assets and 

· provision of extensive environmental and recreation benefits.  
Reclamation is often described as the art of the achievable. This is appropriate in the context of the iterative process required to analyse a site, select the treatment options and choose the land use. Whatever the final choice for a scheme, a key factor in the success of a project must be the belief that objectives can be delivered.

The duties of the National Assembly for Wales to promote sustainable development have set the framework for our practical guidance - covering sustainability appraisals, design quality, land contamination and biodiversity. Mainstreaming sustainability into our activity is a complex and demanding task, but we believe that our investment in this work will be repaid through the quality of our outputs.
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