Low-Carbon Land-use in Wales

A one day conference at the Centre for Alternative Technology, March 10th 2008

A brief summary of proceedings:  

Background:

CAT’s Zero-Carbon Britain report outlined a strategy for achieving rapid decarbonisation in the UK economy over twenty years. The purpose of the conference was broadly two-fold. To gather the research community together and (1) explore in more detail the implications of such a change for agriculture and land-use in Wales, and (2) stimulate debate about future research priorities.  

Conference

The conference was divided into three sessions.  Firstly a series of presentations on the principal issues, then discussion sub-groups were formed each examining in more detail one of these issues, and finally a session where sub-groups reported back to the whole conference.   

The conference began with a plenary session by Peter Harper on recent thinking in climate change policy, and what he perceives as the likely implications for land-use if economic instruments (arising from an international treaty replacing the Kyoto Protocol around 2012) drive a process of rapid decarbonisation.  Two important consequences were thought to be a drastic reduction in livestock numbers, and an increase in the extent of bio-energy crops.

There followed four other presentations;

1 
LOW-CARBON FOOD PRODUCTION (by Nick Swallow)

2. 
LOW-CARBON ENERGY AND MATERIALS (by John Valentine of IGER)

3. 
LAND-BASED SEQUESTRATION (by Dominic Woolf from Swansea University)

4. 
NON-AGRICULTURAL LAND USES (by Robert McCall from CCW)

Sub-groups formed to discuss in greater detail each of these four subject areas.  
Feedback

Some of the key points to emerge are outlined below:

Low –Carbon food Production

· Imperative to have an economic system that rewards carbon conservation in agriculture: “carbonomics”.

· Need a diversification of agriculture practice (particularly into horticulture) with new crops, and also farm management arrangements, E.g. community supported agriculture.

· Need to increase soil carbon content. 

Low Carbon Energy and materials

· Possibility of developing an ‘energy farm’ model for the UK.  Technologies to include Anaerobic digestion, biomass, renewables from solar, wind and hydro. 

· Need Multifunctional farms (not monocultures) generating food/fuel/material crops/ and carbon sequestration.  
· Research question – With less stock, what will be an alternative feedstock for anaerobic digestion without manure?

· Need to determine energy and material crops best suited to welsh climate

Land-based Sequestration

· Biochar (charcoal) added to soils is a very promising technique for achieving carbon sequestration although more research is needed to test appropriate methods.

· To minimise further carbon emissions from land a priority for Wales is the protection of remaining upland peat bogs, and restoration of damaged habitats by removal of drainage. 

· The transition from pasture to arable land involves the release of soil carbon the atmosphere

Non-agricultural land uses

· Appropriate landscape management essential for maintaining biodiversity

· Water (catchment) management also essential function of landscape.   

· Potential revenue streams.  Money for managing water resources, flood mitigation etc; tourism, carbon sequestration (preservation of uplands), health benefits of access to green space reducing stress
Follow-up to conference

The following month a meeting occurred (attended by Peter Harper, James Macduff, Ranal Rhydwyn, and Marcus Zipperlen) to discuss if the conference had generated enough interest and enthusiasm to warrant further activities.  The conclusion was that it had done and that we should consider organising another conference, perhaps in a years time.  
A possible structure for another conference might be:

Present three scenarios for a low-carbon future (devised by CAT)

e.g. 
- Wales as a carbon sink for the UK managed primarily to protect existing stocks and sequester maximum Atmospheric CO2


- Wales as a low carbon producer of food and materials (e.g. halve livestock, increase grains production) on a large scale.


Use of ‘finer-grained’ approaches such as smallholding, market gardening, box schemes, agro-forestry.

We could then ask stakeholders (and academics?) to critique the scenarios asking


Are the carbon assumptions right?


What effects would they have on stakeholders?


Are they workable/desirable?

