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My name is Natalie Lemon, I’m 37 years old and from Llanelli, South Wales, UK. At present I am occupied as a Timber Sales Manager at Natural Resources Wales, a Welsh Government sponsored body responsible for the sustainable management of the natural resources of Wales.

It’s difficult for me to pinpoint when my sustainability journey began, but a moment that always springs to mind is when my primary school class were germinating cress seeds (we were probably aged 5 or 6). We were required to draw in our work-books, the seed at each stage of its development and I was fascinated by the creation of a living plant on this tiny scale. The fact this stands out in my memory, is testament to the fact that people can be inspired and their life choices can be shaped very early on. It could be said that this was the germination of my sustainability story.
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I took an interest in my father’s gardening activities, planting flowers and trees, growing tomatoes… tending, nurturing, watering, harvesting fruits. I began gathering acorns fallen from our oak tree and growing my own saplings. I learned how they became pot-bound and when to transplant them. I had my favourite plant species, and some remain my favourites today. I’ve always been interested in wildlife, birds, insects, amphibians, lizards etc and was always bringing some hapless creature in for further study. My respect for nature and non-human life was formed from this early age. My father wanted me to go in for “environmental health” – I think in some ways, I have!

During my school life I enjoyed geography and science, the study of nature always at the forefront of my interest, and this progressed into college and later to university. In college I found myself studying sociology along with geography and environmental science, realising that it was critical to understand the human element. Learning how people organise themselves and are organised by governments, how social values and norms shape the human world, is key to understanding how people might change in order to build a better, more sustainable interrelationship with nature. Clive Edwards, Nicky King and Don Hawkins were key inspiration during my college years.
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In 2000, I took myself off to university to study my first degree in Environmental Sustainability. One of, if not the first degree of its kind, focusing on environmental and social values and sustainable development skills. I graduated from this in 2003 and went back to teach Land Use Planning to a first year class following in my footsteps. During my uni years, a few people influenced me more than others. Notably amongst my lecturers was Mr. Alaric Horsfield, who taught Environmental Philosophy. I realised philosophy was the “missing link” in my study of human social values and what we studied in these classes has shaped my attitudes for life. Alaric, a committed vegan who had a (remarkably) vegan German shepherd dog, likely has no idea how he and his teachings have stayed with me. I have tried a number of times to locate him since, but have failed.
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Other influencers from my studies include EF Schumacher (Small is Beautiful, 1973), William Blake (News From Nowhere, 1890) and Satish Kumar (whom I heard speaking at a sustainability festival in Hay in 2003). Schumacher’s “economics as if people mattered” was important in shaping my radical environment-first thinking, into one that accepted human beings are part of the ecosystem.
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William Blake’s utopian vision consolidated this thinking – scale was critical to sustainability. I developed a personal belief system in this time that human activity must be strictly limited if the planet is to survive our tenure, and that living low-impact lives within the local ecosystem, is the system that is most likely to be truly sustainable.
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When you’re studying the environment and you learn more and more about how human activity harms the Earth, it’s easy to become misanthropic. I have tried to resist this temptation and worked compassionately for a year with students with disabilities, in administration and lecturing in the uni before venturing out to begin my environment career.
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My first environmental job was an entry level role at the Royal Mint in South Wales, where I served a few years as an Environmental Advisor. The Royal Mint was an A1 PPC and Top Tier COMAH site, its work involved metals manufacture, finishing and plating, with hazardous chemical use. We were accredited to ISO 14001, and my job involved monitoring our emissions to air, water and sewer as well as managing our waste.

A brief promotion to Lead Environmental Advisor for a defence company, EADS, quickly taught me that the cut and thrust of the private sector was not for me and I was better suited to public service. I returned to this via a Local Authority, where I served as Environment Partnership co-ordinator for over 4 years. I brought people from a wide range of broadly environmental organisations together to try to tackle sticky issues together, pool resources and funding, and deliver added-value environmental projects. As part of the Community Strategy (essentially a form of Sustainable Development Strategy), I had a cunning plan to bring together the various other sectors (Health, Regeneration etc) to tackle endemic problems together, making the links between their specialisms and sustainability and trying to reduce silo-mentality.
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After a while, I moved on. I had realised my passion was in trees and was doing voluntary work with the Woodland Trust, self-funding training and further education in forestry and arboriculture – I figured that trees were going to save the world. Natural Resources Wales was not yet formed but high on the public agenda and I wanted to be part of it, so in 2013 I took a gamble (and a significant pay cut) to go to work in the Environment Agency, where I was a Waste Permitting Officer for over a year. It proved valuable experience and it reaffirmed my learning from the Royal Mint but from a Regulatory perspective (the “other side of the fence”).

Then in 2014 I got my break and got promoted into Timber Sales. A job in “trees” but one that would bring me at last into the economic pillar of sustainability, so that I might appreciate better how the human world truly works, as well as the natural world. From assistant sales manager I got promoted quickly to Sales Manager and have been doing this for 5 years now. Making money from selling trees and timber from the Welsh Government Estate has taught me a huge amount, about the value of our natural resources. The price of wood is but a minor value indicator, when one considers the context of long growing cycles, climate and ecosystem change, tree pests and diseases, forest/land management objectives, policy change, growing public interest and expectation, access/recreation and public health, ecosystem services and biodiversity.
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During this time I closed out a Postgraduate Certificate in Forestry and started on a Diploma in Sales and Marketing, to hone my business skills. I still believe you have to understand business if you hope to change it. With a lot of kind encouragement from my Sales tutor, Anne Derbyshire, that belief brought me to take up this MBA with Sustainability Leadership.

Working in forestry now, and in particular the commercial aspect of forestry, is the perfect way for me to contribute to balancing economic outcomes with social and ecological outcomes – the so-called “three pillars of sustainability”. Understanding the process of growing and sustainably harvesting timber - a renewable resource – enables me to appreciate how the human species can pursue socio-economic development and yet retain some harmony with the natural ecosystem. The UK Woodland Assurance Standard and FSC certification process ensures we grow our timber resource sustainably and our buyers can trust our independent certification.
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In my role as a Timber Sales Manager, I am responsible for bringing in around £10-13m income from timber sales per annum, depending on market conditions. I sell about 400,000m3 of timber a year, the vast majority of which is bought, processed and utilised in Wales and borders. Some timber enters longer-term use, in carcassing, construction or in household products such as melamine and flooring. 

Some of the poorest grade timber is sold for biomass. We have had a long term contract with one of Wales’ first biomass energy plants, and in the 12 years since this contract was initiated, the biomass market in Wales has grown significantly. The Renewable Heat Incentive for example has meant businesses and even individuals have been able to install biomass boilers on their premises and contribute renewable electricity to the national grid. This is obviously shorter-term carbon capture, as CO2 is released upon combustion, but undoubtedly cleaner than coal, greener than oil/gas, which has to be shipped or piped around the world.

The timber market in the UK is vulnerable to cheap imports from Europe. Our customers have, in the last 18 months, suffered a severe shortage which saw raw material prices double in a couple of months, to a partial collapse in the sawn timber value due to European imports flooding UK docks. Sawmills are crying out for “Brexit”, which they believe will help home-grown timber maintain its value. This would also be more sustainable than shipping hundreds of thousands of tonnes from Europe to the UK when we grow our own here. Welsh jobs and the economy of Wales relies on the home-grown timber industry, and there is no more sustainable industry than timber, so why not enhance this important resource? A more stable price for our timber would mean growers such as NRW could reinvest more income into restocking and even extending the Woodland Estate and increasing the forest cover of Wales. There is a myth that plantation conifer has a low biodiversity value – that is certainly not what I have seen.
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I have learned some things about myself over the years too. My energy and zeal for making a contribution has changed form. I set out in my teens opinionated and passionate, but somehow life has got in the way for me, the school of hard knocks interrupted my career many times. There is a lot of corruption out there in the world, it is insidious and pervasive, and challenging to overcome – it is our biggest obstacle to a sustainable future. I don’t pretend to be able to make a big difference. Small decisions I make at home make minute contributions. I manage my garden for nature, here is my wildflower patch - the insects pollinate my adjacent allotment.
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Here’s my frog pond, which I built in February 2017; there are more insects than frogs in here, because the frogs seem to prefer to long grass, which I leave for them most of the year.
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Here’s one we rescued from the annual strimming of the meadow. I’m planning on expanding the pond, hopefully I’ll have frogspawn next spring.

In terms of Lifestyle, I remain philosophical about frugality and strive to reduce the resources I expend living life, including water and energy. We’re on off-grid domestic fuel oil here and it’s expensive as well as having been shipped halfway across the world. This weighs on me, as a potentially huge carbon footprint, so we economise where we can to reduce the consumption of oil – by far the central heating is the highest demand on the oil.

I have little by way of technology at home, and choose the most energy efficient options for “white goods”, but purchases are very few and far between.

I wear my clothes for years and when finished with them, I give them to charity. I wash at 0 or 30 degrees and use minimal chemicals in the home.

I’ve recently gone on a calorie controlled diet and have lost almost 2 stone since May. I’ve also recently gone vegetarian following my friend, Alan Blakeman’s challenge to go veggie for 5 days during an event; I’m on day 10 and I might not be able to resist my love of prawns much longer, but I’m trying to minimise meat because of the carbon emissions and land-use impacts of rearing stock for meat. I’m very philosophical about food – the obesity crises is unsustainable and socially problematic; there’s a case for simplifying our food and moving to eating more seasonal produce. If we ate less, we perhaps could afford better quality, organic food, thus protecting the land, whilst reducing the impact on our ecosystem and our NHS to boot.

I work from home whenever practicable to reduce fossil fuel consumption in line with NRW’s Travel Hierachy. I have never travelled by aeroplane and have no intention of doing so, there’s enough to see in the UK to keep anyone happy. I believe this helps keep my personal carbon footprint relatively low compared to many others.
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All my life I’ve remained staunchly opposed to having children. I truly believe that the human species is overpopulated and the future bears little joy for future generations, only fear and danger. My biggest contribution is that I don’t add to this planetary burden. My husband and I have 2 dogs (not vegan ones, regretfully) and we enjoy walking them in places where we are always in contact with wild nature – a constant source of motivation to reduce our footprint on the Earth.

Slide 14
During my studies so far on this MBA with Sustainability Leadership, my enthusiasm for change has been renewed. As a highly philosophical person, I embrace new ways of thinking, which challenge the behaviour patterns that have landed us in our climate and ecological crisis. I’ve been reading James Lovelock’s The Ages of Gaia, to brace my scientific understanding. Intrigued by a colleague’s assertion that Mr. Lovelock is an advocate of nuclear energy, where I have opposed nuclear all my life, I thought I’d learn more. Indeed my colleague was correct, but I don’t yet prescribe to Lovelock’s belief that the Earth can recover from man’s activity.
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Still, I am encouraged by change I am seeing around me, and new energy injected by the likes of Extinction Rebellion. There is hope left.
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Where do I see my sustainability journey taking me in the future?
Obviously I want to do really well on this course and graduate in 2021. I want my study to help me further my career but there’s much more to it than that for me. I want to lead by example, perhaps my daily struggles will help me sense-check theories of new ways of doing things. Keeping it real for ordinary people is very important when trying to break ground with new ideas.
In the meantime I am keeping my options open on my career in NRW, as an organisation it feels like home but am I making enough of a difference in timber sales?
I am interested in the expansion of the Woodland Estate – public ownership of such a large proportion of the forest in Wales offers greater security for that forest, in my opinion. But we need to increase cover, to capture more carbon, restore more ecosystems, even allow some areas to re-wild and become ecological refugia for species threatened by climate change.
So we shall see, hopefully I will be able to bring others along with me on my sustainability journey.
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