The Wildlife and Nature club
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The idea
I plan to set up a wildlife and nature club within the university's Carmarthen campus whose main aim will be to:
· Encourage more students to get involved with nature
· Build social connections between students
· Improve mental wellbeing of students through nature
· Protect and learn about the wildlife on campus
[bookmark: _Int_oCWEUgpe][bookmark: _Int_Gtisqcqr] In this club there will be sessions run either by some students with knowledge to share or visitors to the university. For example, people from The National Trust, Botanical Gardens, any wildlife specialists could be involved. These sessions will be social and educational. They will teach students about the different plants and species of wildlife that lives on campus and nearby areas. The sessions will be very flexible depending on what the students want to learn about and who we can contact regarding those topics of interests. My first thoughts are: plant identification, habitat building, planting flowers and in a safe area fire building. I believe all these sessions will provide the students with beneficial skills while also having fun in nature. My research will gather information on why this club would be beneficial to the students at this university. Potential areas could include:
· Carmarthen Park
· University’s campus
· Green Castle Woods
· Cynefin
If this project will be successful there might be a further opportunity for students of the club to visit other areas in South Wales such as:
· Brecon Beacons
· Llansteffan beach
· Pembrokeshire coastal paths 
My experience
As someone who struggles will anxiety, I am always seeking places that bring me relaxation especially when university work becomes overwhelming. As someone who does not drive these places are limited to me. From living at Carmarthen campus for a year and a half I have discovered some natural areas that I have above listed as potential locations. Firstly, Carmarthen Park, this park is nice but does have a velodrome and recreational facilities so can become noisy and busy, but there are a variety of trees and many squirrels. Secondly, the campus itself is a nature filled zone. There are squirrels, hedgehogs, and red kites often fly over the university. Thirdly, there is this place I found called Green Castle woods. You must take a bus to get there, if you don’t drive, but it is a woodland area that is home to an array of different bird species and woodland creatures. This was the place I found most calming, the quietness and the sound of the wind was truly magical. This feeling of calm is what I want the members of this club to have.  The inspiration for this club originally came from an opportunity I took with the university when a fire, food and foraging experience was offered. This experience was led by Tara Crank a student currently doing her PhD at Carmarthen. On this day we visited a site owned by the university called Cynefin which I never knew existed before this event. We learnt how to chop wood, light our own fire and made a soup on the fire while talking and learning about the different plants that surrounded us, this site is right beside the river, and we could see the geese and even heard a woodpecker within the trees. I gained a lot of knowledge about things I knew nothing about that day and met people I would never meet. This experience was on a Wednesday and broke up my timetable perfectly. I felt so happy afterwards and felt free from any devices which is always a goal of mine in this fast-growing world of technology. 

Research
I did some research into how nature can improve our mental health, how socialising in nature can be more effective in building deeper connections with people and how learning about nature and wildlife can benefit the community.
[bookmark: _Int_HsTlSkVm]Mental health is important for everyone. When 1000 adults were surveyed in Wales between 24 March and 3 April 2023, 73% of adults in Wales felt anxious in the previous two weeks and 45% of adults in Wales said that they keep their anxiety a secret. (Mental Health Foundation, 2023) It cannot be denied that these statistics are distressing. Therefore, a need for mental health support is crucial. The university does already have a strong wellbeing service in place, but this club would be a more informal and social way for students to share their troubles and can be offered advice. Even though this is a small project, if it could help one or two students cope then it would be successful. ‘Throughout the pandemic, nearly half (45%) of people in the UK told us that visiting green spaces, such as parks, helped them to cope.’ (Mental Health Foundation, Nature, 2023) I do not find this statistic surprising. While in the pandemic myself I took up the hobby of gardening and I still do it to this day, and it helped massively with my stresses and anxiety because the garden was just a nice calming place to be, and it is a rewarding hobby. However, during the pandemic a lot of people did not have access to safe green spaces, and I feel the students at campus feel a bit like this today. Therefore, offering them this opportunity within these nature filled zones will help as ‘Nature can generate many positive emotions, such as calmness, joy, and creativity and can facilitate concentration.’ (Mental Health Foundation, Nature, 2023). I think this club would also help to improve student’s university work as ‘nature may promote learning by improving learners’ attention’ (Kuo, Barnes, and Jordan, 2019) 

The survey
To understand how this project will work and if it will be successful, I needed to get opinions from the students who it will directly be for. Therefore, I decided to put together a pilot survey of questions to gather research of whether this club would be suitable for Carmarthen campus. The questions I included within the survey were as follows:
What course are you studying?
· Open question
Do you live on Carmarthen campus?
· Yes
· No 
What do you enjoy most about Carmarthen campus? - Select from the range below
·  Food
· Buildings 
· People 
· Wildlife
· Location
· The Course
· Staff
· Other (Please specify)
 Carmarthen campus is wildlife friendly.
· 1 – 5 
· 1 strongly disagree
· 5 strongly agree
Do you think Carmarthen campus needs to be more wildlife friendly?
· Yes
· No
Would you be interested in learning more about the wildlife on campus?
· Yes
· No
[bookmark: _Int_ffnNvsgF]What is one thing you can suggest to make Carmarthen campus more wildlife friendly? 
· Open question 
Would you be interested in joining a club whose aim would be to improve the campus’ wildlife?
· Yes 
· No 
· Maybe

Analysing the survey
[bookmark: _Int_kP5xpGnV]I sent this survey out to the students of Carmarthen through social media and got an overall 17 responses which I was pleased with. From these responses I gathered that 11 students are currently living on campus, whereas the other 6 lived elsewhere.  These students ranged from different courses such as Primary Education, Acting, Set design and production, and Early years education and care.  I would have liked to have gathered information from the other courses offered here at the Carmarthen campus but that is something I can work towards in the future. When asked the question ‘what do you enjoy most about Carmarthen campus?’ The answer ‘People’ got the most responses implying that there is a strong sense of community here at the university and that students would be open to a social club for the opportunity to spend time with other students.
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I used a linear numeric scale for my next question with the statement ‘Carmarthen campus is wildlife friendly’.  As you can see below most responses went to the middle of the scale. Perhaps suggesting that Carmarthen is wildlife friendly but could become more accommodating to the nature that is on the campus. Personally, I would respond to this question with a 2 because I am aware of some projects the university has already done to improve the wildlife around campus. For example, the meadow walks and the hedgehog huts but I am unaware of anything else. The next question I asked straight after this one was ‘Do you think Carmarthen campus needs to be more wildlife friendly?’ Which 94.1% of the 17 students responded yes to. This is positive for me as I can see that these students have realised there is a problem and that we as a community can improve and find a solution. 
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[bookmark: _Int_xTGTEcPV][bookmark: _Int_sTTXJbuT]The next question in my survey was asking the students whether they would be interested in learning more about the wildlife and nature here of campus. The pie chart below shows the responses of yes, no or maybe. I was happy with 64.7% of students saying yes. 29.4% saying maybe, they might become more interested if they knew what the learning would include. The pilot survey I made was quite simple because I wanted to get a general idea of if this project was even necessary for the students and the campus. 
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[bookmark: _Int_EaYIq56p][bookmark: _Int_xbETS99y][bookmark: _Int_Olf2KiIa]In addition, within my survey I asked an open-ended question of what is one thing you can suggest to make Carmarthen campus more wildlife friendly? I was elated with the number of responses for this question. The most common response was about having shelters and safe habitats for the animals, creatures and wildlife that live on campus. I agree, we need to create these areas for birds, squirrels, bugs, and hedgehogs for them to be safe without too much interference from the university. This will hopefully encourage more wildlife to be on campus which will invite more opportunities for learning and seeing what can be done to protect them more. Another response that is linked to creating safe habitats was to grow a range of plants that strengthen and support the wildlife. This would be an exciting experience for the social club to be able to get their gardening skills out whilst creating a better environment. Of course, these would be planted on specific areas of the campus as one response suggested allocating more areas for the wildlife to avoid it being too close to the buildings or cars on campus. This would involve a lot of planning and communication with the groundsmen. The other responses that were interesting were that to make the campus more wildlife friendly you can ‘teach people about the kind of animals’ and give ‘more information on the wildlife living on campus’. These responses interested me because its exactly what the club would be set up to do and would aim to achieve. 
The last question on my survey and the most important for this project was asking the students if they would be interested in joining this club I have proposed. I was surprised at the level of interest due to the lack of information provided due to it being a pilot survey but nevertheless it shows the importance and how students of the campus are eager to help the environment that surrounds them. Overall, I am really pleased with the results I got from this survey, and it has given me an insight into how much of a demand this club I plan to set up is. 
[image: ]

Conclusion
In conclusion, from my research I can see the potential success of this wildlife and nature club. There is a real need for this social club within the university, and I’m pleased I could explore the topic and learn more about. The connection between nature and students needs to be encouraged more due to the benefits. There is the help with concentration but the science being proved on how nature mentally makes us happy, it can’t be overlooked. Nex steps for this project will include; contacting the sustainability team for help and funding, getting in touch will local wildlife experts, contact the student union and making this club a society. Moreover, I will create an additional survey stating what the club will include and how it will be run, also asking what students would like to do and learn. From this project I have discovered most importantly that people need nature to look after themselves and nature needs people to look after it.
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