The Council has spent the last 3 years developing and implementing a programme committed to identifying and engaging commercial partnerships in the 2 country parks. There have been 2 key aims –

1. To enhance the offer at the locations for both residents and tourists. Times have changed and there is a need for a wider range of activities to appeal to more diverse groups. 

2. To protect the future of the country parks in the context of diminishing public funds and the parks being a non statutory service. 

We have engaged widely with potential partners, and have invited offers from operators to deliver services in partnership with the Council at the sites. Central to each call for proposals has been a clear message that proposals must respect the special nature of the country parks. Through the process we have turned away more proposals than we have accepted because they do not respect this special nature nor enhance the parks. 

The wakeboarding proposal is one of the few we have been happy to work with as it provides for a new generation of country park users but will also be an important tourism asset. The facility would be regionally significant for a growing sport, and this could raise the profile of Cosmeston and the Vale as a destination significantly. It aligns with the Council’s tourism agenda entirely, tourism marketing and development being one of my responsibilities, and will complement other new activities to be available shortly, such as stand up paddleboarding and managed open water swimming. Together these and other activities have the potential to significantly boost tourism, with the benefit to local accommodation providers, shops and eateries. A wakeboarding event for instance is likely to bring people into the area who are likely to stay a few days.

As important, the income from these partnerships will protect the day to day operation of the Cosmeston. We manage an exceptional park, and this doesn’t come cheap. We manage many habitats for important protected species, always challenging in a park seeing perhaps a quarter of a million visitors a year.  In addition to the environment, we provide a wide range of services such as environmental and historic education for local schools. These are non statutory so are always at risk, but we have managed to enhance the park whilst budgets have been under considerable pressure. This has been achieved by innovation and the wakeboarding proposal is a significant element of this. The Council’s income from this particular partnership alone will protect about half a post in the Countryside team. 

A petition was submitted to the Council in December 2016 seeking that the wakeboarding proposal is abandoned. I am passing this to you. The petition refers to potential harm to birdlife. However, the wakeboarding activity would be limited to a small enclosed area of the east lake only. The important western lake where most reed beds, etc are has been protected entirely from leisure activities in a balanced approach, and it was made clear at early stages of discussion that winter activity would not be acceptable due to migrating birds using the broader park. The Ranger Service is made up of people who are passionate protectors of wildlife at Cosmeston, and the location and scope of activity has been agreed to avoid environmental harm. In addition, Natural Resources Wales was consulted informally at an early stage of discussions to ensure there were no concerns.  

You will note that the vast majority of petitioners are not from the UK, and barely any are even local to South Wales. There is no evidence that the vast majority has ever visited Cosmeston or even the UK, or ever will. Whilst the environment based campaign to raise this petition has its own merits, signatories did not have many of the facts and with perhaps very few exceptions do not contribute to the costs of running Cosmeston; costs which need to be met if the exceptional  site is to be protected.

I therefore fully support the application as part of a well-balanced strategy to enhance the country park, protect its natural assets and boost tourism and economic development. 

