The Wildlife Trust of South and West Wales

Minutes of the 23rd Annual General Meeting held on 20th November 2025 at 6.30 pm, on Zoom.  

There were 40 members present, including Trustees.  There were several staff in attendance.

Chair Paul Culyer welcomed everyone to the meeting and went through the housekeeping announcements. 

He was sad to announce that the Trust had lost two key people recently – Mike Alexander who passed away after suffering a stroke after an operation, and Steve Sutcliffe who passed away from cancer.  They were both legends of the islands, particularly as both were past wardens of Skomer.  They will both be greatly missed, and condolences were expressed to the families. 

Paul handed over to Chief Executive Sarah Kessell to give her update on the year ending March 31st 2025. 

She paid tribute to both Mike Alexander and Steve Sutcliffe who passed away within a week of each other, thanking them both for their help and support.

Sarah gave an overview of the work that the Trust had carried out with highlights from the nature reserves, including work controlling Invasive Non-Natives Species (INNS), and the essential tree safety work caused by Ash Dieback.   Staff have been working on research and monitoring on reserves, and working in partnership with other organisations including at Dowrog Common restoring peatland.  

Acquisitions this year have included Trellwyn Fach in the Gwaun Valley funded by Aviva Temperate Rainforest Restoration project, a 59 acre extension to the Teifi Marshes, and 13.5 ha extension at Pengelli.  Sarah thanked all the funders and supporters who gave donations.  

The Water Vole release project along the Ely and Thaw took place, and was reinforced by mink trapping and control.  

Staff were assisted by volunteer Laura Cowie who was instrumental in opposing the Bryn Cadwgan wind turbine application which would directly impact the red squirrel area in mid Wales.  Sarah thanked Laura for her support.  

Team Wilder has made exceptional progress with the Stand For Nature project in its fourth year of inspiring young people.  The youth forum has been active with the Save Our Taff project in Cardiff and the Cardigan Bay Marine Wildlife Centre Youth Forum won the youth climate change award. My Wild Cardiff has attracted new and diverse audiences. Next Door Nature in Swansea has worked with over 20 communities.  Team Wilder in Brecon continues to do well with a project in the cathedral grounds, and partnerships with the swift group. 

The digital work continues to inspire and celebrates the actions people are taking for wildlife and there is information on the Trust website on the Actions Map.

The islands and marine staff and volunteers have been busy with seabird and bottle-nosed dolphin monitoring, and Lisa Morgan and Sarah Perry will talk about these in their presentations. On Skokholm, Crab Bay hide has a one-way glass panel installed to make it possible to watch the puffins underground.  

Sarah gave some statistics on the Trust’s excellent media coverage.  

Work is ongoing for the strategy objective Growing our Resources and a key element is the refurbishment works due to take place at the Welsh Wildlife Centre funded by NLHF this will improve energy efficiency, and make it more accessible and improve visitor experience. 
Employing a new part time legacy officer and contributing to the all Wales Major Gifts Fundraiser post will help to grow unrestricted income. 

We achieved the Investing in Volunteers accreditation and we are grateful for the support from all the volunteers who were interviewed by the assessor. 

EDI work has progressed and Trustee lead on this is Rosey Grandage.  Accessible boat trips around the islands have been a great success and each one has been full.  The Trust won the Dame Mary Smeaton award for this work and was awarded £1k to help fund future trips.  

SK said she was proud of the work achieved and the Trust is growing in ambition, scale and diversity and is well placed to reach the goals set in the strategy 2020-2030.  The halfway review is being carried out and some changes will be made for the next 5-year period. 

Paul thanked Sarah for her update and said that an outstanding breadth of work had been carried out.  

Paul introduced Head of Islands and Marine, Lisa Morgan, and Sarah Perry, Marine Conservation and Research Manager based at Cardigan Bay Marine Wildlife Centre (CBMWC) who gave talks on the marine work of the Trust including the Dolphin Diet research project.  

Lisa gave information on counting seabirds and how and why they are counted.  This year there were 43,626 individual puffins; and although they are doing well on Skomer, globally they are the fastest declining seabird and are on the Red List.  Thankfully Skomer is free from ground predators, hence the strict biosecurity measures in place. The two recent shipwrecks were a huge biosecurity risk. Other threats to seabirds include light pollution from ships and the mainland which leads to Manx Shearwaters becoming disorientated, and Avian Influenza (Bird Flu) which causes mass mortality, and the effects of severe climatic events. A major threat is from floating off-shore wind farms and WTSWW in conjunction other eNGOs and scientists have been working on objections and mitigation measures. 

Sarah has been working at the CBMWC for 22 years.  Research had been conducted into Atlantic Grey Seals, Harbour Porpoise, Bottle Nosed Dolphins – these can grow up to 4m in length and there are between 200 and 250 in Cardigan Bay.  Long term data is essential to track evidence for protection.

Paul thanked them both for their presentations and added that the valuable ecological research is feeding into conservation measures, and for evidence in planning proposals such as the developing off shore wind farms. 

There was a 10 minute comfort break before the formal part of the AGM.

AGM agenda

Paul welcomed members back to the meeting. 

1) To receive apologies for absence
Jess Moore

2) To approve minutes of the AGM held on 21-11-24
These were gone through page by page.
They were proposed as correct by Sash Tusa and seconded by Raoul Bhambral with all in favour.

3. Chair’s Report
Paul said it had been a great year for the Trust and incredible to see the breadth of work achieved as reflected in Sarah’s report. It is wonderful to see young people involved and he thanked Rob Pickford for his work with volunteers in Cardiff.  
He added that social media didn’t exist when Mike Alexander and Steve Sutcliff were on Skomer, now all this needs to be managed, but the conservation work and its importance hasn’t changed. The funding landscape has changed and staff have to work hard to obtain grants and other funding and much work goes on behind the scenes to manage the funds and deliver the work. 
The strategy review would be taking place which would shape the next 5 years and he welcomed input to this. 
Paul thanked members, volunteers, Local Groups, staff and fellow Trustees for their hard work and dedication and he said he enjoys working with such a great Board of Trustees. He said that Jess Moore was stepping down at this AGM and she has been a real asset to the Trust.  There will be Trustee vacancies for the next AGM.  

To approve the changes to the Trust’s Governing Document
Paul said that it is good practice to periodically review the Governing Document (also known as the Memorandum & Articles of Association). This was last done in 2015.  The revised document which had been shared on the Trust website had been refreshed and the language modernised and aligned with other Trusts in Wales.  He thanked Executive Officer Diana Clark and the small group of Trustees who had worked on this.  He asked members if they had any questions about the revised document – no questions were raised. 

It was proposed by Peter Hunter that the revised Governing Document be accepted, this was seconded by Maddy De Marchis and all members present were in favour.

Paul handed over to Sash Tusa, Treasurer

4) Finance Report and presentation
Sash gave a brief review of the last financial year. 

The finance committee is appointed to support the CEO and Senior Management Team (SMT). 
After the last AGM the process started to change auditors and this had led to the appointment of Bevan & Buckland who have led the production of this set of accounts. He is delighted to work with them.  He thanked Margaret Drury Finance Manager and Marie Lindley Senior Finance Officer, for all their work in the finance department, and the support provided by Diana Clark. 

Sash showed a graph of the growing income over the years, noting the large grant which skewed income.  He noted that grants can be costly to bid for in terms of staff time, and they don’t cover all costs. 

Green Finance – Aviva is funding land purchases for the Trust to help as carbon offsetting and he noted that it is hard to get land that suits the Trust and Aviva.  Last year they paid £1.2m.  The Trust also benefitted from the UK Government’s Shared Prosperity fund enabling work on Skomer and at WWC.  He noted that in a year where such large amounts of money are received it looks like the Trust has a large surplus but it is cash that flows in and out.  There have been significant changes in the way finances are shown so it has been a remarkable year in that respect. 

The trading income supports core work and DWT is WTSWW’s trading business.  Lockley Lodge does a good trade in gifts and optics for visitors to the islands.  DWT makes a good surplus which is gifted over to the charity and helps with core costs.  The Lockley Lodge surplus is higher this year and the staff there have an impressive set up. He added that the Trust continues to spend 50% of net charitable income directly on conservation and education. 

Three large grants added to the Trust’s asset base, and the Shared Prosperity grant helped upgrade infrastructure and properties become more resilient to the effects of weather. 

The Trust is averaging income of around £4m per year.

He hoped the members were pleased with the financial results and he presented the annual audited accounts and reports for the year ended 31st March 2025. He asked the members if they had any questions. 

Ian Scott asked if there was a target for tree planting in the Aviva carbon offsetting work.   SK responded that there is a target for the carbon sequestration and RSWT will monitor this for the Trusts.  The targets haven’t been met yet, but the work will be starting this year. 

There were no other questions and Paul thanked Sash for presenting the finances and commented that the accounts were excellent reading. 

Peter Hunter proposed receipt of the audited accounts as presented, and this was seconded by Ian Scott with all members present in agreement. 

Thanks were given to Margaret Drury for her work on the accounts and audit.  The new auditors Bevan & Buckland gave the Trust a good bill of health and stated that the Trust had very able staff. 

Paul handed over to Sash for the following agenda item.

5) To confirm the re-appointment of the following to the Board of Trustees: Paul Culyer, Jenny Hughes, Leonora Thomson, Lucy Griffiths.
Profiles had been circulated with the agenda.  They are all existing Trustees and standing for another term.  It was proposed that the appointments be taken en bloc.

Sash Tusa proposed that the above Trustees all be re-appointed to the Board, this was seconded by Raoul Bhambral with all members present in favour. 

6. To confirm the re-appointment of the auditors Bevan & Buckland 
This was proposed by Lucy Griffiths and seconded by Sash Tusa with all members present in favour. 

7. Questions from Members (previously notified to the Chair)

Jan Hawkins from the Swansea Local Group, thanked all the speakers and enjoyed hearing about the breadth of work.  She thanked Sarah and Diana who keep in touch with the groups.  She was concerned that there is sometimes a disconnect between the main Trust and the Local Group and noted that there are Walks for Wildlife in Swansea and that this hadn’t involved the Local Group and that there maybe a clash with the Local Group walks.  She added that there is a great committee in Swansea and they organise many events which over the year attracted 400+ attendees. She also suggested that it would be better to spend the money in areas with failing Local Groups like Bridgend rather than in the area with a successful Local Group.  She asked that the Trust reviews its relationship with Local Groups but noted that the staff do a massive amount of work but that there is sometimes a disconnect. 
Paul thanked her for her question and noted that the Local Groups are greatly appreciated.  He asked Sarah to respond. 

Sarah said that the walks in Swansea were for a specific community group and not open to the public.  A few had been open to the public eg Walking with Cattle but this had been a training event, and there hadn’t been any public events that that clashed with the Local Group.  Lots of work in Swansea was done under the Nextdoor Nature project and this has to be delivered in Swansea as a specific area as it is part of a grant.  SK to deliver work outside of grants requires much needed unrestricted income which the Trust is working on increasing through fundraising and trading. 

Jan asked about being copied into information and Sarah suggested she raise it as a discussion item for the next Local Groups Forum agenda as this would be a good place to discuss this. Leo Thomson Trustee and Chair of the Local Groups Forum reiterated this. 

Sarah also noted that in future annual reports, she hopes to have a paragraph about what each Local Group does and has achieved, adding that it would be good to have a volunteer section in the report. 

Sheena Wakefield asked about the Bryn Cadwgan energy park and wind farm.  She noted in the annual report about the advocacy work there because of the red squirrels in the area.  She felt that in general all the mid Wales area is affected by proposals and wondered if the Trust has a position on this or is it case by case. 

Paul noted that staff are dealing with proposals with on-shore and off-shore wind farms.  The Trust supports ‘Right Tech in Right Place’.  Sarah added that the Bryn Cadwgan proposal will have a high impact and will drive the red squirrels in mid Wales to extinction; there are lots of proposals of tech in the wrong place and the Trust does not have the resources to fight all of them. Wildlife Trusts Wales are working on developing a position statement.  There is information on the Trust website under ‘Taking action for nature’ and there is lots of advice and support and she encouraged everyone to take action and the Trust will support where it could. Sheena commented that as she lives in mid Wales so is aware of the multiple projects and it is good to know that there is additional support available. 

There were no more questions and Paul thanked members.  He introduced the meeting’s keynote speaker Maddy De Marchis, WTSWW Trustee, former CBMWC intern, and freelance environmental communicator, who shared her experiences venturing to Antarctica on a science research expedition with the British Antarctic Survey.  

Maddy said she was aboard the RRS David Attenborough (the one of Boaty McBoatface fame!).  She is a scientist and accompanied a documentary film crew and they were researching biological processes in the polar regions and how they affect climate change. The documentary will be broadcast at the end of 2026.  

She noted that the giant iceberg which had been the size of Cornwall was now the size of London. She saw 500 humpback whales in a superpod, a magnificent experience which she captured on film.  

Members were captivated by her talk and there were many positive comments.  

Paul thanked Maddy and the other speakers for their amazing talks about wildlife.  

Joan Bingley asked about the iceberg which she herself had seen a year before Maddy.  She wondered why it is reducing in size.  Maddy responded that it had grounded and was stationary and had broken into pieces and the main piece was the size of London but there were many other pieces, some were huge. 

Ian Scott asked Lisa if she got seasick while doing the seabird counts from the boats. She said that generally she is alright but some get very sick and it can be very unpleasant for people especially when they have to look at laptops as well. 

Ian asked if Maddy had done any drone photography on the expedition.  Maddy had done some and noted that there is some beautiful footage in the documentary.  Paul asked that she let people know when it will be aired.  

Paul thanked all the speakers, and everyone for attending, and also Diana for organising the AGM. 

The meeting closed at 20.50 
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