Good afternoon, my name is Kirstie. Today’s presentation is for module EYEC6010. The first part of this presentation will be an overview of my John Muir Award scrapbook, sharing my reflections on the experience and what I have gained from exploring and connecting with the natural environment. In the second part of this presentation, I will go on to discuss one of the leading sustainability challenges—declining biodiversity, particularly in urban areas. I will examine what is currently being done to address this issue and explore how these approaches align with early years education, linking back to the site I chose for my John Muir Award. Thank you for taking the time to watch my presentation.
For my John Muir Award, I chose to explore Lisvane and Llanishen Reservoirs, a place that holds both ecological importance and personal meaning, as it is somewhere I have known since childhood. I remember visiting with my family, walking through the woodlands, chasing our dog through the long grass with my siblings, and even spending time on the water learning to sail. To the child in me, it was a special place full of adventures with friends and family. Since reopening to the public, returning as an adult has given me the chance to reconnect with those memories and relive some of them with my own children.
Situated on the northern edge of Cardiff, the reservoirs form a peaceful pocket of nature surrounded by local neighbourhoods. Despite being close to busy roads and housing estates, the moment you step onto the paths, the atmosphere shifts. The noise fades, the air feels fresher, and the hundred things on your to‑do list are replaced by the calming sound of wind and rippling water. As part of the John Muir Award, I planned to visit the reservoirs several times on different days of the week and at different times. Through this, I discovered that my favourite time to visit is a Tuesday evening, just before closing, when the site is at its quietest, but the wildlife appears at its most active — ducks feeding, birds calling to one another, and the whole place feeling alive.
Creating my digital scrapbook encouraged me to look more closely, slow down, and pay attention to details I might otherwise have walked past. I found myself noticing the variety of birds, the colours of the wildflowers along the water’s edge, and even insects resting on leaves or hiding along the pathways. It made me realise how much nature thrives when it is given space and protection.
Learning about the reservoirs’ conservation story also had a strong impact on me. For many years, Llanishen Reservoir faced the possibility of being drained and turned into a large housing development. Plans were submitted to build more than 300 homes, which would have destroyed the reservoir’s unique habitats and erased a beloved green space. Local residents, conservationists, and the Reservoir Action Group fought tirelessly against the proposals. After years of campaigning, public inquiries, and legal challenges, the development was finally overturned. The reservoirs were saved, and their ecological value was recognised. Knowing this history struck a chord within me and made my exploration feel even more significant. I wasn’t just walking around a beautiful place — I was walking through a landscape that people had fought to protect, much like John Muir himself.
Another part of my exploration was discovering the variety of birds that use the reservoirs throughout the year. I had always known the site attracted birds, but I didn’t realise how many species visit or breed there. Garden birds such as blue tits, robins, finches, and crows nest in the surrounding hedgerows and trees. Wildfowl including, ducks, swans, coots, and moorhens can often been seen on the water, along with seasonal visitors like sand martins, swallows, kingfishers and herons. On one visit, I was lucky enough to capture a heron patiently stalking and catching a fish. I had never seen this happen before, and watching the heron’s slow, deliberate movements was fascinating. It reminded me that even in familiar places, extraordinary moments are happening all the time if you take the time to look.
Exploring the reservoirs also taught me a lot about the importance of insects. The water’s edge is lined with wildflowers, creating a colourful and vital habitat for insect life. During my visits, I saw bees, butterflies, dragonflies, and snails making use of these plants. Before this project, I hadn’t fully appreciated how essential insects are to healthy ecosystems. They pollinate flowers, break down organic matter, provide food for birds and bats, and help maintain the balance of nature. Without insects, the entire food chain would collapse. Seeing them up close made me realise how much life depends on these small creatures. It also made me think about how simple actions — like planting wildflowers or avoiding pesticides — can make a big difference. The reservoirs show that when insects are supported, everything else benefits too.
Creating my scrapbook helped deepen my connection to the site. I chose to make it digitally for two main reasons. Firstly, it allowed me to include videos and recordings from my visits, including the heron catching its fish. Being able to share that moment felt special because it captured natural behaviour many people never get to see. Secondly, a digital scrapbook was easier to share with others. I showed it to family and friends who live locally, as well as those who have moved away but still have fond childhood memories of the reservoirs. Sharing it felt like a way of reconnecting people with a place they care about. I also included information on how to become a volunteer with Friends of Cardiff Reservoirs, so anyone inspired by the scrapbook can join me in signing up to help protect the site.
Reflecting on my own childhood experiences — and sharing new ones with my children — has highlighted how important it is for children today to have access to places like this, where they can explore freely, be curious, and develop a sense of responsibility for the environment. Nature inspires wonder, and that sense of wonder often begins in childhood. It made me question why the John Muir Award is not recommended for young children or those in the early years, and such a shame that charities such as Friends of Cardiff Reservoirs don’t accept under‑18s. I believe there is a place for everyone in conservation. 
Part 2 – Sustainability
Seeing how well an ecosystem can thrive when the right conditions are in place leads directly into the wider issue of sustainability. 
Sustainability is commonly understood as the balance between human development and environmental protection. The United Nations Brundtland Commission (1987) defines sustainable development as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” Earth.org illustrates this clearly: if resources such as timber are taken from a forest faster than they can regenerate, the forest will eventually disappear; however, if extraction matches the rate of growth, the forest can be sustained indefinitely (Earth.org, n.d.). This highlights the core challenge of sustainability — ensuring human progress does not undermine the ecological systems that support life.
The United Nations emphasises that sustainability requires an integrated approach combining environmental protection with economic and social development (United Nations, n.d.). In 2015, all UN Member States adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, introducing the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). These goals form a global blueprint for peace, prosperity, and environmental protection, recognising that ending poverty must go hand in hand with improving health, education, reducing inequality, tackling climate change, and protecting oceans and forests (UNRIC, n.d.). However, there are limitations on SDG’s, With the goals being extremely broad and not legally binding, the UN acknowledges that it is reliant on voluntary commitment from countries and stakeholders, and reliable data for progress reporting. Furthermore, the UN notes that the SDGs depend on long‑term global cooperation and stability, drawing on decades of international agreements, meaning political changes or crises can disrupt momentum. (UNRIC, n.d.).
In Wales, sustainability is embedded in law through the Well‑being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015. This legislation requires public bodies to work in ways that protect long‑term wellbeing, ensuring that decisions made today do not compromise future generations. Its seven wellbeing goals — including a resilient Wales, a healthier Wales, and a globally responsible Wales — align closely with both the Brundtland definition and the SDGs (Welsh Government, 2015). Education plays a central role in achieving these aims. Education for Sustainable Development and Global Citizenship (ESDGC) helps learners understand how global issues such as climate change, resource depletion, human rights, and social justice are interconnected. These principles are embedded within the Curriculum for Wales, whose four purposes include developing ethical, informed citizens who understand their impact on the natural world (Welsh Government, 2022).
One of the most urgent sustainability challenges is biodiversity loss — the decline in the variety of life on Earth, from the disappearance of entire species to shrinking wildlife populations and degraded ecosystems (IPBES, 2019; UNEP, 2022; Scienceinsights, 2026). In the UK and across Europe, biodiversity continues to decline (Dimitrova, 2026; Caspar et al., 2020). IPBES identifies land‑use change, particularly urban development, as one of the biggest drivers of biodiversity loss. Newbold et al. (2016) argue that expansion of urbanisation has pushed biodiversity in many ecosystems below safe ecological limits. Aronson et al. (2017) add that urban nature is often undervalued in planning decisions, despite its ecological importance. International policy reflects this concern: under SDG 15, the UN recognises the importance of healthy land ecosystems, and the Kunming‑Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework aims to halt and reverse nature loss by 2030 (UNEP, 2022).
My John Muir Award experience demonstrated how these global issues manifest locally. Lisvane and Llanishen Reservoirs are a clear example of how urban ecosystems can be threatened by development pressures. Without sustained community action, the reservoirs could have been lost to housing development, mirroring global trends of habitat loss. This local case reflects the wider crisis described by IPBES as “rapid, accelerating, and largely caused by human actions” (IPBES, 2019). Global research reinforces this: Ceballos, Ehrlich and Dirzo (2017) argue that Earth is experiencing a “biological annihilation,” with up to one million species now threatened with extinction. The WWF Living Planet Report found an average 68% decline in monitored wildlife populations since 1970 (WWF, 2020). These global patterns help contextualise the pressures faced by urban nature sites like the reservoirs.
Insects provide a particularly concerning example. Although they make up three‑quarters of animal and plant species, only 80 insect species are protected under the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981. This limited protection is reflected in the Habitat Regulations Wales 2017. While many species benefit indirectly from habitat protection, Everist (2026) argues that although the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 offers the potential to protect many more species, it has been difficult to regulate or monitor effectively. This legislative gap is worrying given research showing a 75% reduction in flying insects in certain areas (Hallmann et al., 2017) and up to 40% of insect species threatened with extinction (Sánchez‑Bayo & Wyckhuys, 2019). As insects are essential for pollination, nutrient cycling, and food webs, their decline threatens global food security and ecosystem stability (van der Sluijs, 2020; Díaz et al., 2018).
Addressing biodiversity decline requires transformative change. IPBES (2019) emphasises the need for sustainable land‑use practices, protected areas, restoration efforts, and stronger environmental governance. However, large‑scale policy change must filter down to community‑level action, and education is essential for achieving this (UNESCO, 2019; Welsh Government, 2008/2015). Early childhood education is particularly important because attitudes toward nature begin forming in the early years.
Research shows that early experiences in nature strongly influence lifelong attitudes toward conservation (Chawla, 2020). Froebel believed that everything in the universe is connected and that children learn through direct engagement with nature (Froebel Trust, n.d.). Montessori similarly argued that hands‑on experiences with nature support environmental awareness and empower children to care for the world around them (Bruce, 2015). Montessori practice embeds eco‑friendly habits such as recycling, conserving water, and caring for plants and animals into daily routines, helping children understand their role within a wider ecosystem (Project Montessoroui, 2026).
However, my experience of the John Muir Award revealed a critical contradiction: the award is not recommended for very young children, as it requires sustained reflection, independent exploration, and environmental responsibility that align better with older learners (John Muir Trust). Yet early years theory — and the Curriculum for Wales — emphasise that children should develop care, empathy, and responsibility for their environment from the earliest stages. Wales’ four purposes explicitly include developing ethical, informed citizens who understand their impact on the natural world (Welsh Government, 2022). This raises an important question: if young children are expected to develop environmental citizenship, why are they excluded from formal conservation programmes? These opposing perspectives suggest that while structured awards may be unsuitable, early years settings should still provide meaningful, age‑appropriate opportunities for environmental stewardship.
Teaching children about local species, ecosystems, and simple conservation actions fosters ecological awareness and responsibility (Barratt Hacking et al., 2019; WWF, 2016). Creating green spaces with children — such as school gardens or community nature areas — and engaging in activities like gardening, observing animals and insects, and nature‑based learning helps children develop a sense of responsibility and stewardship (Project Montessoroui, 2026; Waite et al., 2016). These approaches ensure that even the youngest learners can contribute to sustainability in developmentally appropriate ways.
Conclusion
My exploration of Lisvane and Llanishen Reservoirs demonstrated how personal experiences in nature can deepen understanding of global sustainability challenges. The reservoirs’ conservation history reflects wider issues of biodiversity loss, land‑use pressure, and the need for strong community action. At the same time, early childhood theory and the Curriculum for Wales highlight the importance of nurturing environmental citizenship from the earliest years — even though formal programmes like the John Muir Award are not designed for young children. This tension reinforces the need for age‑appropriate, meaningful opportunities for children to connect with nature and develop stewardship skills.
Protecting biodiversity requires coordinated action across policy, community, and educational levels. By engaging children, supporting urban conservation, and advocating for sustainable land‑use, we can help safeguard ecological resilience and ensure that future generations inherit a thriving natural world. My John Muir Award experience has strengthened my belief that everyone — regardless of age — has a role to play in caring for the environment.

