Biosffer Dyfi Biosphere

Small grants scheme 2007/08 – summary and overall evaluation

The Welsh Assembly Government’s Department for Environment, Sustainability and Housing earmarked a sum of money for activities in the Dyfi Biosphere area that related to either nature conservation or climate change.

The scheme had two aims. As well as developing or implementing practical activities, it was hoped that the process would maintain interest in the Dyfi Biosphere initiative during the period when UNESCO was considering the community’s request to re-register the valley. The Dyfi Biosphere Partnership recognised that there has been a lot of talking, and welcomed this opportunity for people and nature to start benefiting from this prestigious international status.

Initially the allocation was £15,000, of which £1000 was spent advertising the opportunity to apply for grants of between £50 and £1000. The response was good and the Department added another £6050 to the pot, making a total of £20,050 available.

The grants were administered by ecodyfi on behalf of the Dyfi Biosphere Partnership. Staff time was covered by the grant that ecodyfi has from the Countryside Council for Wales to engage the community in the Dyfi Biosphere process.

The following guidelines applied:

· The activities must help conserve nature, deal with the impact of climate change or slow climate change

· Educational and awareness raising activities may be eligible, as are practical projects such as nature gardens and energy conservation

· All types of applicant are eligible, such as businesses, community groups, schools and individuals

· Grant must not be used to do something that the applicant has to do anyway because of a statutory responsibility

· Costs may include an element of salary

· The grant may pay for all or part of the costs of the activity or project – that is, no “match funding” is required but this activity may be part of a larger project if desired

· The grant must be completely spent by the end of March 2008, even if related activity continues

· The applicant must report on the activity by 18 April 2008

These criteria were established by the Dyfi Biosphere Partnership towards the end of November 2007 and the first wave of publicity went out during December. This relied mostly on advertisements and press releases in the County Times and Cambrian News, direct mail to those who had expressed an interest in the Biosphere during the community engagement process (and to schools and other likely project managers), the biosphere and ecodyfi websites and on e-networking through partners.
51 enquiries were received, from which 46 people applied formally. Of these, 9 were ruled out because they were too far from the Dyfi valley. No fixed boundary was applied to the scheme and if there had been no other applications it may have been appropriate to award some of these. Locations included Dolgellau, Trefeurig and Montgomery. Other enquiries were received from even further away and not recorded, since it was apparent they could not reasonably be regarded as stakeholders in the Dyfi Biosphere.
An additional 5 applications were deemed to be ineligible. The Welsh Assembly Government decided that this grant should not be spent on renewable energy systems for households or the private sector, on the grounds that such projects were likely to demand much more money than was available. 4 applications fell into this category.
28 applications were approved, though one of these was not taken up in the end. The full £20,050 was allocated, but £876 of this was returned to the Welsh Assembly Government.
There was a good geographical spread of successful applicants. 6 projects were located in Ceredigion, 6 in Gwynedd and 8 in Powys. A further 8 were equally relevant to all residents.
Types of successful applicant were varied – 10 were voluntary groups and 5 were businesses, 4 were schools or nursery groups and 9 were individuals.

Many projects delivered both nature conservation and climate change benefits, for example the additional capacity the charcoal maker now has; his coppicing brings local woodland into better management and his product displaces charcoal brought from fragile habitats overseas, with significant transport fuel implications.
9 of the projects had climate change as their main concern, while 19 targeted nature conservation and biodiversity. 
The projects are listed on a spreadsheet called “Grant applicants at 5 Sept 2008” and in a Word document called “Grants list September 2008”. The latter document contains a brief evaluation of each project. In addition, each project submitted a Report Form. There are also 2 press releases.
Positive points from this grant scheme include:
· It kept momentum going in the Dyfi Biosphere process and showed it’s not all talk
· It delivered real benefits for nature conservation and climate change
· It increased the numbers of people involved and strengthened connections

Learning points include:
· It may have strengthened some people’s impression that the Biosphere is only about the environment. Ideally, there would be parallel grant schemes to support projects concerning heritage, culture and sustainable economy.
· The timescale (4 months) caused difficulties, especially for land based projects where wet land was a problem and projects that required planning permission. One project could not be delivered (grant was awarded before it was realized that planning permission was required).
· There is unsatisfied demand for renewable energy projects.
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