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Progress Report  

Digital Geology Trail Taf Fechan 

Since starting this project in May this year, considerable progress has been made in the 

development of the trail. Project Manager Ben Evans, here after referred to as Ben, has 

been spending a considerable time out on site (Taf Fechan), at other places (visitor 

attractions, trails etc.) that use Apps and has been busy meeting an ever increasing number 

of partners and other potential contributors to the project.  

One of the challenging aspects of developing a digital walking trail is the complicated 

relationship between capability of the App/technology itself, the trail route and or features 

of interest you wish to interpret and visit. For example certain Apps which use Phone GPS ( 

Global Positioning Satellites) to identify the users location, cannot generally or reliably be 

used to differentiate between two points of interest that are within 10 metres of each 

other. This in practical terms means that points of interest must be spread a minimum 

distance apart. The use of Augmented Reality (the use of the phone’s camera  as an 

interactive landscape viewer) is also complicated because points of interest that fall within 

the same heading (compass direction) are often hard to separate and differentiate between, 

an example of this might be the conflict between interpreting a rock on the path 30m ahead 

of you and another feature 200m ahead along the same path. 

So it appears that the decisions made in creating and planning an App are iterative a little bit 

“chicken and egg”, do you make decisions about how the App will work first or do you 

decide what you want to interpret and where you want to go and then design the App 



around that?  In practice it turns out that it’s very much 50/50, with compromises being 

made every step of the way until a happy medium is reached. 

Decisions made 

Having spent many days exploring the Taf Fechan gorge and the wider area Ben identified 

that there were are several possibilities for the trail route. These routes were investigated 

and walked several times, in different weather, in different directions and both linear and 

circular routes of different sizes and complexity were considered.   

Eventually it was decided that the route should be circular (about 6km)  with the App 

providing options for starting or ending at several known points of entry although the main 

start point should be Cyfarthfa Castle grounds. Ideally App should have the capability to 

identify where the user is and direct them to their nearest start point. The App should also 

have the capability of directing users onto adjoining trails or follow on routes and providing 

information and directions to other local attractions e.g. Taff Trail, Morlais Quarries and 

possibly Brecon Mountain Railway. 

We have also decided to “front load” the trail with a significant amount of interpretation 

being available in the first (nearest) section of the trail. Since we aim to have this trail 

frequented by KS2 school groups (7-11 years) and KS3 aged kids, we would like to have 

multiple points of interest reasonably close to the starting point and at the safest possible 

places.  We’ll also be making the interpretation progressively more involved, so at the first 

stop the user is introduced to fundamental principles and basic understanding and towards 

the end of the trail the user will be introduced to more advanced concepts, language and 

layers of information. 

Partnership and contributor element 

Since starting the project back in May, Ben has been meeting and reaffirming relationships 

with core partner organisations like the Local Authority, Wildlife Trust, Local Historical 

Societies as well as local Community groups and local site users (naturalists, ramblers, 

angling groups). This interaction has often identified additional third parties who may 

potentially be sources of information or content for the App itself.  Contacting and arranging 

meetings with these third parties has often been difficult and time consuming since many of 

the identified contacts aren’t available within normal working hours. Some aren’t mobile 

enough to visit the site and some aren’t computer literate so contact has been by traditional 

pen & paper correspondence.   

By meeting all these interested potential contributors we are building up a considerable 

dossier of historical information regarding the anthropogenic use of the Taf Fechan Site and 

the surrounding area. The challenge when it comes to writing content for the App, will be to 

refine and reduce the wealth of information gathered and to identify relevant information 

and find interesting stories that aren’t duplicated in other places (Cyfarthfa Castle Museum). 



Geology 

In the past 6 months Ben has also been familiarising himself with the geology of the site.  It’s 

not only necessary to tell a generalised South Wales geological story but also to be able to 

show specific  examples and evidence of the wider geological story that are found in the 

rocks at Taf Fechan e.g. in the general geological story of Carboniferous South Wales we 

may say that 350 million years ago, the area that was South Wales was a shallow tropical 

sea however, we need to be able to demonstrate that by guiding visitors to a place within 

Taf Fechan where they can see coral reefs fossilised in the rocks.  So over the past few 

months Ben has been carefully and systematically investigating the rock outcrops within Taf 

Fechan, identifying which rocks have features, fossils, faults or some other story to tell.  

App Development 

Much thought and effort has been put into the design aspect of the App/Digital Media. As 

stated earlier designing an App is complicated, partly a function of what the hard and 

software can actually deliver and partly a function of where you want to go and how you 

want to display the information and interpretation. 

It was quickly realised that both the research and field investigation of the site and the 

conceptualisation of the App must happen simultaneously.  Apps and digital media generally 

are quite complicated concepts to visualise, and after much trial, error and partially 

successful efforts to mock up Apps in PowerPoint, it was discovered that the best way for 

displaying how an App might look and function is to draw the individual pages of the 

interpretation on small phone sized cards. This does at first seem a very simplistic approach 

to design, however we quickly realised that it was the best way to show visually what 

content a small screen (phone display) could actually convey. 

Typically two copies of these cards are made, one as a storyboard, annotated with 

additional information on styles, content and flow from one card to the next , while with the 

second copy each of the cards is cut out and stacked in a the order that they might appear 

as you use your phone. This stack of cards allows you to flick through the app as you would 

if you were navigating screens on your phone. This technique is very helpful in identifying 

the most suitable lay out for interpretation and understanding what information should 

come next. 

In terms of developing a full commercial specification for the App, Ben has been working 

with Martin Spicer from CEMAS ( Centre of Excellence in Mobile Applications and Services ) 

who will advise and help in the development of the App. CEMAS can help identify which 

technology platforms are most commonly used and are appropriate for our use and what 

the capability the current soft and hardware has . CEMAS will also help with Intellectual 

Property Rights and advise on standardisation of source code and practicalities of 



maintenance and updating.  CEMAS can also advise and assess contract and quotes and 

ensure that BIGC is not miss sold an inappropriate App. 

Education 

The development of educational resources has only really started since schools have started 

back after the summer holiday.  Ben has now got a small working party of Teachers and 

Head Teachers form local schools, both primary KS2 and Secondary KS3, that will advise on 

suitability of content, focus of interpretation and the idea of developing interpretation along 

themes or topic areas. 

The teachers haven’t yet been to Taf Fechan to look at the site but have been visited in their 

respective schools. The schools plan to work together to make a grant application to the 

local authority in order to cover the cost of supply teachers which will free up their 

contributing staff and allow them to spend more time out of the classroom with Ben 

developing  resources,  receiving training and trialling activities and resources in the field 

with their children. 

There is also considerable interest in producing a complimentary teachers pack that will 

work with the App to provide additional geologically themed information. 

In addition we will be bringing in a retired primary teacher to undertake a short study of 

other interesting landscape areas in the Merthyr area. The objective of this study will be to 

categorise other important sites and identify how and where they might meet the 

curriculum needs of local schools and how these other sites might compliment the 

development we are undertaking at Taf Fechan.  It is anticipated that this initial study will be 

complete by April 2013. 

Community Engagement 

Since the project started over 750 children have been engaged in direct, hands on, 

geological activities, taking part in fossil hunts, geological problem solving and earth 

caching. Most of the events have been held in the grounds Cyfarthfa castle and with the 

assistance of Miller Argent who have provided fossil rich rocks. 

We have also had practical volunteering work days every Thursday since the project started. 

These are run in conjunction with Taf Fechan, site warden Carys Soleman and we routinely 

have between 5 and 10 volunteers who turn up to undertake physical improvements to the 

site The volunteers have clocked up about 500+ man hours .  Activities include vegetation 

clearance, path maintenance, bird box installation and fencing maintenance as well as the 

obligatory litter picking. 

 

 



Ffos y Fran Education Centre 

Progress with the fit out of the education centre has been considerable during the first few 

months of the project with several important showcase events and meetings providing us 

with some early deadlines. In anticipation of the project starting Miller Argent had 

purchased £16,000 worth of glass topped exhibition cases equipped with LED lighting and 

under cabinet storage.  The first stage of the project at Ffos y fran was to curate and display 

a collection of geological and archaeological specimens, artefacts and finds from the site. In 

order to find all the geological specimens required for the cabinets BIGC ran several events 

with the Russell Society ( mineral collectors group ) and South Wales Geologists Association. 

These events turned up a wealth of good fossil material as well as some typical yet unusual 

coal measure minerals. 

These specimens along with some of the delicate archaeological finds were cleaned, 

conserved, documented and grouped in to appropriate collections.  The cabinets were 

arranged around the room and the finds displayed in order of age with the geological 

specimens first and the relatively recent industrial artefacts last.  The cases were furnished 

with carefully researched designed back panels reflecting the interest of the objects. Back 

panel images included relevant geological maps, mosaics of historic pictures along with 

hand drawn illustrations and reconstructions.  Appropriate interpretation was written and 

diagrams produced along with a suite of labels. 

The target audience for the interpretation within the cases is fairly broad as the centre is 

used for a variety of purposes covering everything from primary school visits to directorial 

business meetings.   To accompany the display cases Ben will be working with Miller 

Argent’s environmental team to produce six or seven interpretation panels and develop a 

historic/geological time line for the site/area. These panels will be of a fairly basic level of 

understanding and be suitable for a younger audience. Daft content for these panels has 

already been created and we intend to design the panels ourselves and having them 

produced by a third party. 

In addition to the case /display work, Ben has been working with a group of local primary 

school teachers to identify what activities would be beneficial to them on a visit to the 

opencast mine site. Typically school groups have a landrover type safari to a safe viewing 

area where they can view the mine workings, however we’d like to make the mine visit a 

part of a longer field trip experience. We hope school groups will have the opportunity to do 

a variety of activities potentially ranging from pond dipping, educational game playing, fossil 

hunting as well as undertaking environmental works like tree planting. We hope to make all 

these activities coordinated and curriculum linked as well as having them fundamentally 

geologically or landscape themed. 

 



Carboniferous Garden 

This aspect of the project has been slow to start primarily because we have been looking for 

capital funding in order to undertake the project. We have just had news that we have 

secured a small grant that should enable the trial growing of plants the garden project to get 

underway once volunteers and growing space is made available in Cyfarthfa Greenhouses 

over the winter. Realistically it is unlikely that this project will really get underway until next 

growing season.  

 

  


