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1. Brief Description 

UNESCO’s Biosphere Reserve designation was launched in 1974; Dyfi Biosphere was granted 

reserve status in 1977. As of 2018, Dyfi Biosphere is one of 686 such reserves worldwide, of 

which just six are in the United Kingdom (Fig. 1). It is the only biosphere reserve in Wales, 

covering a terrestrial and marine surface area of 81,883ha, of which 68,079ha is zoned for 

settlement and land use (Fig. 2, below).  

Following the 1995 Seville Strategy, the function of Biospheres was reoriented from 

conservation to sustainable development (Coetzer et al. 2013). In order to maintain Biosphere 

designation under this regime, the multi-stakeholder Biosffer Dyfi Biosphere Partnership 

(BDBP) applied in 2008 to expand the designated area to incorporate surrounding settlements. 

While covering a predominantly rural area, the expanded Biosphere has some 26,000 

residents (BDBP 2014b:5) and incorporates the towns of Aberystwyth (the largest population 

centre in Mid Wales) and Machynlleth. Of the population included in the Biosphere zone, 41% 

are Welsh speakers (BDBP 2014b:5).  

 

Figure 1: Location of Biosphere reserves in the UK. Source: 

United Kingdom National Commision for UNESCO, 2016. 

 



2 
   

In addition to habitats and biodiversity, a range of cultural attractions lie within Dyfi 

Biosphere, including tourist sites and facilities, leisure and adventure activities, and local 

festivals (BDBP 2008b). Dyfi Biosphere’s stated vision is to “be recognized and respected 

internationally, nationally and locally for the diversity of its natural beauty, heritage and 

wildlife, and for its people’s efforts to make a positive contribution to a more sustainable 

world … a self-confident, healthy, caring and bilingual community, supported by a strong 

locally-based economy.” (BDBP 2014b). In so doing, the initiative has been rolled-out in a 

regional context and incorporates both urban and rural contexts in mid- and north- Wales.  

Crucially, it foregrounds the importance of environmental and cultural attributes for 

sustainable growth in rural and urban localities, but necessarily centred in the former.   

2. Questions and/or Challenges 

˃ What opportunities does the Dyfi Biosphere offer for sustainable development in 

Mid Wales? To what extent are these being realized?  

The 2008 application to extend Dyfi Biosphere argued that, “The area has the potential 

to serve as a pilot site for promoting the sustainable development of its region” (BDBP 

2008b:36). It was thus anticipated that the Biosphere would serve as “a living 

workshop” (BDBP 2008a:11) for Mid Wales and beyond. To date, however, there does 

not appear to have been any evaluation of whether and how the Biosphere fulfils this 

role in practice.  

˃ What synergies and challenges have emerged from linking biodiversity with 

development?  

A key challenge for the Dyfi Biosphere is “reconciling biodiversity preservation with 

human needs” (Richards, 2007:4). The post-2008 expansion into settled areas clearly 

introduces potentially contentious issues around appropriate land use and local 

development. Equally, the expansion suggests possible synergies.  

˃ What is the cultural value of Biosphere designation in a rural area?  

Mid Wales is predominantly rural, and lacks an agglomeration economy. Yet in recent 

years, “the declining dominance of agricultural employment has given rise to new 

modes of economic, social and political relations” (Heley et al. 2016:118). Dyfi 

Biosphere sparks powerful cultural imaginaries around ‘rurality’ and ‘nature’, and may 

serve as a form of environmental capital.   

3. Main Insights  

3.1. Indications of the application of the new concept of 'New Localities' 

Biosphere Reserves are mapped through “a generalized spatial zonation of acceptable land 

uses relative to proximity to conservation areas” (Coetzer et al. 2013:3). This means that 
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the Dyfi Biosphere is not organized around established administrative boundaries, and 

could potentially be explored as an example of a new locality.  

In Biosphere zonation, a strictly protected ‘core zone’ is surrounded by a ‘buffer zone’ 

where “only those activities and land-ownerships compatible with environmental 

protection can occur” (Coetzer et al., 2013:3). Outside the buffer zone lies a more flexible 

‘transition zone’, which can include settlements, agriculture, and resource use (see Fig. 3, 

below). In the Dyfi Biosphere, the transition zone has been described as a flexible boundary, 

intended to enable contributions from proximate stakeholders (BDBP 2008b:3). Dyfi 

Biosphere’s zonation crosses town and county boundaries and those of other conservation 

areas (Fig. 2). In 2007, the momentum to expand the Dyfi Biosphere saw a partnership 

emerge between three county councils, the Snowdonia National Park Authority, 

departments from the Welsh Assembly Government, and stakeholder groups in fields such 

as Welsh language, farming, tourism, and forestry (Richards, 2007). The current Dyfi 

Biosphere area also includes 15 town and community councils (BDBP 2014b), alongside 

institutions and organisations such as Aberystwyth University, and the Centre for 

Alternative Technology near Machynlleth. The Biosphere hence presents interesting 

opportunities to mobilise a range of regional stakeholders.  

Efforts towards cross-border and multi-stakeholder collaboration in the Biosphere region 

date back at least to the formation of the Ecodyfi partnership in 1997, and the granting of 

Tourism Growth Area status in 2002. Effective collaboration does appear to be important 

for Biosphere reserves more generally; four of the UK’s reserves have been voluntarily 

withdrawn from Biosphere designation since 2010, with a lack of stakeholder engagement 

salient amongst the reasons cited for withdrawal (Coetzer et al., 2013:5). A doctoral study 

in 2008 interviewed local stakeholder participants in the Dyfi Biosphere and identified four 

key challenges to partnership working: establishing a shared agenda, managing vested 

interests, identifying leaders, and overcoming resource constraints (Maiden, 2008:264). 

There does not appear to have been any further practical evaluation of partnership working 

within the Dyfi Biosphere locality, but the ten-yearly review – due to UNESCO in 2019 – 

may present an opportunity to do so.  

Notably, one of the challenges for the Dyfi Biosphere is local and visitor awareness (BDBP 

2014c). A 2013 survey of residents in the town of Machynlleth, for example, found that 1 

in 3 were unaware that they lived within the Dyfi Biosphere (BDBP 2014c). It seems likely 

that the cross-border nature of the Biosphere as a locality is a contributing factor in 

uncertainties about where the Dyfi Biosphere is and who lives within it.  
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Figure 2: Proposed map for 2009 Dyfi Biosphere expansion, showing crossing boundaries. Source: 

Biosffer Dyfi Biosphere Partnership, 2008a. 

 

3.2. Insights related to the broad area of 'Smart Development' 

Biosphere designation does not directly bring any funding or resources. Rather, it is 

anticipated that designation will prompt local sustainable development initiatives and 

increase the likelihood of regional stakeholders securing funding for connected projects 

(Richards, 2007). During the public consultation prior to expanding the Dyfi Biosphere, it 

was observed that, despite thirty years of Biosphere designation, “nobody has ever used 

this designation to gain any real benefit for the area” (Richards, 2007:1). The expansion 

application identified potential opportunities for: tourism; local food production; 

environmental research; green technology; developing jobs in sustainable environmental 

management; sustainable public service delivery; promoting Welsh language and 

contemporary culture; linking heritage with natural environment; and, increasing 

community cohesion (BDBP 2008a:7). The application also noted the historic 

predominance of hill sheep farming in the area, but added that the changing agricultural 

economy was driving some farmers towards different activities (BDBP 2008a:7). While the 

region also has historic associations with mining, seafaring and textiles, these industries are 

already defunct.    
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Tourism has since figured most prominently in discussions of Dyfi Biosphere’s contribution 

to the regional economy. Over the past decade, estimates of annual visitor numbers to the 

Biosphere range from 250,000 to 1 million (BDBP 2008b; BDBP 2014a). However, due to 

concerns about both environment and local cultural sensitivity, rather than increasing 

visitor numbers strategic emphasis has been placed on encouraging increased expenditure 

through offering “additional and higher quality goods and services” (Richards, 2007:13). 

This is reflected in 2012 figures which place the direct tourism expenditure at £76.7m 

(EUR95.9m), of which two thirds comes from staying visitors (BDBP 2014a:5). The Dyfi 

Biosphere Partnership’s current tourism strategy thus emphasizes “green and rural cultural 

tourism, with eco holidays as … premier product” (BDBP 2014a:5), and therefore depends 

on drawing-in consumers from adjacent, more urban, regions, as well as visitors from 

further afield.  The strategy has to date focused on upgrading existing attractions, and there 

have been previous successes in gaining funding for both environmental and culturally-

based visitor projects, including through EU sources and the UK Lottery Fund (BDBP 2014a).  

Beyond tourism, however, there does not yet appear to have been explicit effort made to 

use Biosphere designation to support the other opportunities for development identified 

in the expansion application. While many of these opportunities are evidently being 

developed further within the region, the extent to which the Dyfi Biosphere is itself 

enabling – or could be better mobilized to enable – smart development remains unclear. 

Given the significance of sustainable development to Biosphere designation and zonation 

(Fig. 3), there is obvious scope here for further research.  

 

Figure 3: Current zonation in the Dyfi Biosphere, showing the extent of the Transition Area. Source: 
Biosffer Dyfi Biosphere Partnership. 
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3.3. Other insights that could be relevant for further work 

Coetzer and colleagues (2-13:2) observe that UNESCO’s Biosphere Reserve model 

“represents a shift towards people-centred conservation, explicitly acknowledging 

humans, and human-interests, in the conservation landscape”. They go on, however, to 

note that “the practical reality is likely to be challenging” (Coetzer et al. 2013:2), and it is 

no surprise that one of the main overarching challenges for sustainable development in the 

Dyfi Biosphere is “reconciling biodiversity preservation with human needs” (Richards, 

2007:4). Initiatives such as the 2012-16 EU-funded COBWEB project have endeavoured to 

engage local residents in biodiversity preservation (e.g. Manley, 2015; Hodges, 2015), but 

little existing work has engaged with sustainable development within the Dyfi Biosphere 

region.  

The expansion proposal identified several cross-cutting concerns for the locality: the future 

of farming; engaging with the tourism industry for sustainable local benefit; socio-

economic change, including retaining young people in the region, an ageing population 

(including retirement migration), and rising house prices; potential for sea-level rises to 

negatively affect lower lying areas; concerns about Welsh language and culture, including 

dilution through migration and tourism (BDBP 2008a:17-18). In the years since the 

expansion, participation by farmers and Aberystwyth businesses and residents, along with 

economic sustainability, cultural heritage and built environment, have persisted as key 

challenges within the Dyfi Biosphere (BDBP 2014b:16).  

4. Data Sources and Indicators  

The Biosffer Dyfi Biosphere Partnership (2014a) has developed a set of both qualitative and 

quantitative indicators to measure progress towards the objectives established during the 

designation process. The qualitative indicators include: product development and delivery, 

distinctive branding, infrastructure and information provision, accreditation and quality 

control, buy-in from the local tourist industry, public sector partnership working, coordination, 

and cost-effective promotion. The quantitative indicators, along with the current Dyfi 

Biosphere objectives, are summarized in the table below.  

Table 1 Objectives and indicators established by the Biosffer Dyfi Biosphere partnership 

Dyfi Biosphere Objective Indicator/s 

1. To keep and improve the area as a great place to live, work 
and bring up children – and to create more opportunities 
for them to stay here  

Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation 

% of people of working age claiming 
benefits 

No. affordable homes per year, by 
tenancy type 

2. To place a greater value on our natural environment and 
on Welsh language culture 

No. visits to nature reserves 

No. and area of designated sites in 
favourable condition 
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% able to speak, read or write Welsh 

3. To increase activity in nature conservation through 
voluntary means 

No. person/hours on conservation 
activities 

4. To encourage discussion, agreement and co-ordination 
between people and organisations with different values 
and priorities 

No. activities with this aim 

5. To develop a more self-reliant local economy; less 
dependent on fossil fuel, with growth driven by local 
knowledge and resources 

Use of electricity and gas per dwelling 

6. To develop a more sustainable area; with residents and 
visitors choosing locally-produced goods more often and 
reducing our impact on the world 

% travelling to work on public transport 

Flood risk 

No. people with formal connections to 
Dyfi Biosphere and Ecodyfi 

7. To use the Biosphere ‘brand’ to promote the quality of 
local agricultural & other products and tourism 
experiences 

No. signatories of Dyfi Biosphere 
Charter 

No. DBTA members 

8. To ensure education and training in sustainable 
development, as well as research in the natural and social 
sciences, in support of the Biosphere vision 

No. & financial value of related research 
programmes 

Contact hours by members of DBEG 

9. To take advantage of help and advice from UNESCO and 
other Biosphere Reserves across the world 

No. of substantive contacts 

 

Additional data sources have been identified for this present appraisal. They are summarized 

in Table 2 below.  

Table 2 Additional Data / Indicators for Dyfi Biosphere 

Data / Indicator Source 

Public event attendance  

2016 COBWEB project Project feedback surveys 

Stakeholder interviews 

Written consultation responses and feedback in 
public meetings 

2007 Dyfi Biosphere expansion consultation 

Stakeholder interviews 2008 Tourism Growth Area case study (Maiden) 

List of activities and funding sources 
2014 Dyfi Biosphere Tourism Strategy 

Estimates of tourism spend 

Population summaries 2011 UK census 

Survey data, Machynlleth sample 2013 Woodland Management Survey 
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5. Critical Appraisal of Data Use  

Despite the explicit link between conservation and socio-economic development afforded by 

UNESCO’s Biosphere Reserve programme, much of the existing data on the Dyfi Biosphere 

engages with biodiversity and physical geographies. While projects such as COBWEB have 

engaged local residents, this has been primarily with conservation in mind. The existing 

datasets that do relate more closely to development are of limited use as they are small-scale 

qualitative and survey samples, typically collected for pragmatic purposes, such as town 

council surveys, dissertation case studies, and project engagement reporting. There are 

further issues with outdated data – even in 2008, the extension application cited visitor count 

estimates from two decades prior (BDBP 2008b:37).  

There are two clear difficulties in identifying and using data to assess the Dyfi Biosphere’s 

socio-economic impact. First, except where case studies and projects have explicitly 

referenced the Biosphere, it is impossible to estimate the influence of the designation upon 

broader local indicators such as GVA and visitor numbers (see also BDBP 2014a:18). Second, 

the Biosphere as a new locality itself hampers data collection, since many statistics are 

collected on a county-by-county basis.  
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