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Executive summary 

Context for the research 
 
The Nature for People and Place research sought to test a new approach to bringing the 
voices of people and communities into planning and delivery of environmental 
stewardship, in order to achieve socioeconomic and environmental outcomes at the same 
time.   
 
The River Wansbeck in South East Northumberland was chosen as the location for the 
pilot for two key reasons: 

a) Diversity of its natural features and socioeconomic characteristics – from a deep 
rural upper catchment area with national parks and forests, through farmland and 
managed estates to peri-urban and urban spaces with some significant pockets of 
deprivation closer to the mouth of the river.  This diversity means that the research 
methodology and findings would have wider relevance for other parts of the UK. 

b) Opportunity to inform current environmental strategy and initiatives - the 
catchment has also been a focus for natural capital investment and habitat 
restoration initiatives.  The Nature for People and Place research findings would 
complement this work – providing community insights which can be combined 
with environmental data already available to shape future plans, including the 
emerging North of Tyne local nature recovery strategy (LNRS).   

 
Most of the research was carried out between January and March 2025, with stakeholder 
engagement starting from December 2024.  The team undertook a desktop review of 
existing evidence relating to community engagement with nature alongside on-the-
ground research with people living, working and/or visiting in the Wansbeck catchment.  
Primary data was collected using a mixed-methods approach (online survey with 105 
responses, c.30 stakeholder interviews, pop up engagement in community settings and a 
local primary school – reaching over 200 adults and young people).  A webinar held on 7 
May 2025 provided an opportunity to socialise the research findings with key 
stakeholders before the written report was finalised. 
 
Key findings from the research 
 
Key finding 1: There is a clear evidence base for how environmental and 
socioeconomic objectives are connected 
 
Analysis of peer reviewed scientific literature, policy documents and grey material relating 
to people's experiences of connecting to nature showed that there is already a clear 
evidence base for how environmental and socioeconomic objectives are connected.   
 
Spending time in nature has many benefits for physical and mental health which can be 
quantified and translated into potential savings for the public purse. Spending time in 
green and blue spaces with others is also associated with reduced isolation and improved 
social cohesion, while from an economic perspective, having access to good quality green 
and blue spaces can unlock new opportunities for business, attract visitors to an area and 
support job creation. 
 

http://www.nicre.co.uk/wansbecknature
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Achieving environmental outcomes relies on driving sustained behaviour change in how 
people interact with the world around them.  People who regularly engage with green 
and blue spaces develop a stronger appreciation for environmental protection.  Nature 
recovery initiatives and green and blue space management relies on having people with 
the skills and motivation to deliver the work, whether as paid staff or volunteers or both. 
 
Key finding 2: A range of individual and contextual factors determine levels of 
community engagement with nature 
 
Levels of engagement with nature in the Wansbeck catchment are already relatively high, 
with 57% of survey respondents spending time in green and blue spaces every day.  
However, c.10% of respondents accessed green and blue spaces less than once a week, 
and 82% of respondents said they would like to spend more time in green and blue spaces 
– showing potential to realise additional socioeconomic and environmental benefits 
through a focus on connecting people to nature. 
 
When asked what they like about green and blue spaces, people were most likely to 
mention wildlife and the natural landscape, how they feel when they are in green and blue 
spaces (physical and mental health), connecting with other people and doing activities 
they enjoy.  People often felt attachment to spaces that were near them, and 
infrastructure and maintenance were also important.  Most improvements suggested to 
green and blue spaces within the catchment related to footpaths, amenities such as 
benches, toilets and play/sports equipment, addressing litter and pollution and 
information and signage.  Travel options to get to spaces and responsible engagement 
with nature were also key considerations, particularly in the upper catchment where many 
spaces are not accessible without a car, and farmers, landowners and environmentalists 
are sensitive to the risks and challenges posed by increased visitor numbers. 
 
Our research proposes a framework of inter-connected factors for organisations to 
consider when designing place-based initiatives that engage people with nature.  
 

Individual factors 
Awareness • Do people know about the benefits of connecting to nature?   

• Do people know about the different types of spaces and activities 
that are available and what connecting to nature could look like? 

• How can we help increase current levels of awareness?  
Interests and 
goals 

• Could more existing activities be done in green and blue spaces? 

• Are people supported to identify where spending time in nature can 
support their personal goals (e.g. through social prescribing, 
employment support and other advice services)? 

Personal 
networks 

• How can we support people who don’t have family and friends who 
spend time in nature to gain experience? 

• Can different types of people see others they admire or identify with 
spending time in nature? How can we create more inclusive spaces? 

Previous 
experiences 

• How can we provide more people of all ages with positive 
experiences of connecting to nature? 

• What can be done to address negative experiences – e.g. tackling 
antisocial behaviour? 
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Time • How can people access nature in a way that fits into daily life? 
• Can people get to green and blue spaces quickly and easily? 

Skills and 
confidence 

• How can we ensure people have the information and education they 
need to stay safe and look after green and blue spaces? 

• What are the local stepping stones or pathways that enable people 
to build skills and confidence and take on new challenges? 

Contextual factors 
Availability • What green and blue spaces are available locally? 

• Do people go to them currently – and what can they do there? 
Information • How do people find out about green and blue spaces they can 

access?  Who provides the information, and is it engaging and 
accessible for different audiences? 

Infrastructure • What experience do different types of people have of this 
site/activity?  Are there improvements that could be made to 
improve people’s experience while still protecting the environment 
and local businesses? 

• Are there green and blue spaces locally which have infrastructure to 
be accessible for older people, people with disabilities and health 
conditions and children and families (benches, toilets, other 
equipment, good quality paths)? 

Getting there • Are there a range of ways to get to this green and blue space?  How 
do routes join up? 

• Are there areas where it is not possible to get to green and blue 
spaces without a car? What can be done to address this? 

Affordability • What are the costs of access (travel, entry, equipment etc)?   
• Is there any support available for people who cannot afford this? 

Getting 
started 

• Are there opportunities for people to have ‘taster experiences’ of 
nature, starting small and local and building up to more challenging 
experiences with support? 

 
Key finding 3: There is lots of passion and localised activity to build on.  Leadership and 
coordination is needed to embed and scale up across a wider area. 
 
Over 300 stakeholders - charities, community groups and sports clubs, local authorities, 
health and care organisations, schools, colleges, businesses, farmers, landowners and 
environmentalists – were contacted in the course of this research, and every contact 
generated new leads to follow.   
 
We identified many examples of initiatives that are already creating opportunities for people 
to connect to nature, from grassroots volunteer-led projects and groups to wider education 
and access schemes led by environmental charities, and activities driven by diverse parts of 
the public sector – e.g. forest schools, green social prescribing, implementation of council 
sustainability and climate pledges. 
 
However, while stakeholders were generally aware of some related activities and 
organisations, a consistent theme from all of the research elements was the difficulty in 
getting a total picture of what is happening across the catchment.  This is a key barrier to 
the cross-sector collaboration and sharing of skills, knowledge and networks required to 
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fully integrate environmental and socio-economic outcomes and maximise the impact of 
investment.  It is therefore unsurprising that solutions co-created by local partners as part 
of this research project focussed on providing leadership and coordination for 
catchment-wide activity and joining up information and education at this scale. 
 
To address the challenge of a lack of leadership and coordination for development of 
projects and funding proposals involving diverse private, public and third sector partners, 
the formation of a Wansbeck ‘Development Corporation’ (WDC) was proposed.  This 
consortium would bring together existing networks within the catchment that have a 
focus on either environmental stewardship or community development: facilitating joint 
working to deliver both types of outcomes simultaneously.  The consortium would also 
bring new partners into this space (e.g. businesses and employers, private sector 
investors, health and education).  The WDC would operate independently, led by a 
steering group or board of key partners.  NECA and Northumberland County Council 
teams would provide input and support to ensure activities on the ground align to wider 
strategic direction.  Activities would include both ‘quick wins’ that can happen within 
partners’ existing resources (e.g. connecting environmental experts working in the upper 
catchment with community projects to improve the Wansbeck Riverside Park) and 
longer-term programmes of work requiring new funding to be secured. 
 
A Wansbeck Catchment Coordinator role was also proposed to provide coordination for 
cross-sector working within the catchment and accelerate the development of community-
led initiatives.  The role would provide advice, guidance and signposting for individuals and 
small community groups to take forward ideas for initiatives that connect people to 
nature.  The coordinator would also help connect grassroots activities to businesses and 
larger public, private and third sector organisations – enabling sharing of expertise and 
ideas, adding resources behind emerging projects and spreading good practice.  This 
would be an adaptation of an established development worker/connector role that has 
proved effective within the community sector in Northumberland – incorporating a 
specific environmental focus. 
 
Improved leadership and coordination would enable building of a collective identity for 
the Wansbeck catchment – addressing the current lack of accessible and joined-up 
information about opportunities for people to connect to nature.  This would include having 
a ‘Wansbeck’ visual identity which could be used across all materials relating to different 
sites and activities within the catchment and bringing information from different sources 
together into a single Wansbeck website or app – with routes to offline dissemination 
through local partners.  Creation of themed route and trail maps was proposed to 
encourage people to explore new parts of the catchment by building on an existing 
interest.  Key to the success of this initiative would be identifying and improving ways for 
people to travel between different points (e.g. joining up cycle routes and footpaths, 
improving information and journey options for public transport).  The website/app would 
also have an educational function – teaching people about environmental features of 
different sites and how to engage responsibly with nature.   
 
Co-creation workshop participants were struck by evidence that exposure to nature in 
childhood can have very long-term benefits for health and wellbeing, and this was 
reinforced by the feedback from children we spoke to at Mowbray Primary School.  It was 
therefore proposed that catchment-wide efforts should also focus on bringing nature 
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into the school day.  Partners would come together around a shared goal to provide 
regular opportunities for children and young people to connect with nature as part of the 
school day.  Opportunities could include teaching curriculum lessons outdoors; outdoor 
activities held before- or after-school; trips offsite and introducing children and young 
people to career pathways linked to the natural environment.  Although activity would 
focus around schools, collaboration with environmental organisations, local businesses 
and other public services would be essential to support teachers and parents and make 
it possible. Community organisations working with older people and people with different 
types of backgrounds and life experiences could also be involved alongside schools to 
offer activities which promote social cohesion and shared learning alongside 
environmental outcomes. 
 
Next steps 
 
Through this research project we have built an evidence base that demonstrates the value 
of connecting people to nature to deliver environmental and socioeconomic benefits 
simultaneously.  We hope this insight can be utilised by organisations across all sectors 
to engage new types of partners around common goals and leverage diverse types of 
funding for activity.  The tools and methodologies we have used to gather community 
perspectives on connection with nature and nature recovery are also shared in the main 
body of the report to support engagement initiatives in other areas. 
 
Within the Wansbeck specifically, the project has strengthened relationships between 
community and environmentally focussed partners and shaped potential place-based 
solutions which can inform future project proposals and investment. Solutions focus on 
leadership and coordination at a catchment level, as this was the scope of the research.  
Stakeholders also commented that providing coordination across an area of the size of 
the Wansbeck catchment may be more feasible than for a whole council or NHS Trust 
area, and a river is a tangible natural asset which people can identify with.  However, 
solutions could also be scaled up or down within a different area depending on the 
resource available for coordination. 
 
Further resources and case studies identified through the research can also be accessed 
on the NICRE Innovation Portal – https://nicre.co.uk/innovation-portal/.  
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Background and approach 

The Nature for People and Place research was commissioned by Natural England and 
the Environment Agency through the Nature Returns programme.  It was delivered by the 
National Innovation Centre for Rural Enterprise (NICRE) working with Northumberland 
Rivers Trust and Community Action Northumberland (CAN). 
 
The research focuses on the River Wansbeck, which drains a 330km2 catchment area in 
the south of Northumberland.  The catchment has a mainly gentle gradient, and tributaries 
include the Bothal Burn, Delf Burn, Ray Burn, Hart Burn and River Font.  The upper part of 
the Wansbeck catchment is rural, mainly grassland and agricultural areas with open, 
active floodplains. Harwood Forest is in the upper part of the Wansbeck catchment as is 
the Simonside Hills Special Area of Conservation (SAC). As the river flows eastward it 
passes through open agricultural landscape before reaching Morpeth.  The lower reaches 
of the catchment become more densely urbanised, with the river also running through 
the town of Ashington.  The Wansbeck flows into the North Sea at Cambois, south of 
Newbiggin by the Sea.  Coastal areas of the catchment fall within the Northumberland 
Coast Special Protection Area (SPA). 
 

 
The Wansbeck catchment 

 
In 2022 the Environment Agency commissioned work with local partners to develop a 
Wansbeck Nature Recovery Plan.  The aim was to inform future project work and 
investment in the Wansbeck Catchment and integrate freshwater habitat and terrestrial 
habitat restoration and creation projects.  This work has subsequently provided a case 
study to support development of the new North of Tyne Local Nature Recovery Strategy.   
 
In 2023 the Wansbeck catchment received investment through the Nature Returns 
programme, led by Natural England, working in partnership with the Environment Agency 
and others.  The Wansbeck Restoration for Climate Change (WRCC) programme is 
delivered by Groundwork NE & Cumbria and showcases how different landowners can 
come together to address climate change, increase biodiversity, reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions and promote carbon storage, benefitting nature and society.  WRCC 
programme partners have also contributed to the Borderlands Local Investment In 

http://www.nicre.co.uk/wansbecknature
https://newcastle.sharepoint.com/sites/NatureReturnsNatureforPeopleandPlaceintheWansbeckCatchment/Shared%20Documents/General/Final%20Report%20docs/Wansbeck%20Case%20Study%20-%20Contracts%20Finder
https://www.groundwork.org.uk/wrcc/
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Natural Capital (LINC) pilot, which aims to develop ways of brokering private investment 
In nature recovery Initiatives. 
 
The objective for Nature for People and Place was to help strengthen the voices of 
communities in the planning and delivery of environmental stewardship.  In particular we 
wanted to reach people and organisations who might not typically engage with nature 
and nature recovery activities, and highlight the opportunity to weave together 
socioeconomic and environmental outcomes.  The geographical diversity of the 
Wansbeck catchment and the level of collaboration and joint initiatives between 
environmental partners meant it was an excellent location to pilot the research approach, 
with live opportunities for the findings to support future strategy and activities.   
 
Most of the research was carried out between January and March 2025, with stakeholder 
engagement starting from December 2024.  The team undertook a desktop review of 
existing evidence relating to community engagement with nature. This also considered 
socio-economic and environmental features of the Wansbeck catchment and mapping 
of stakeholders and initiatives active within the area.  Primary data was collected from 
people living, working and/or visiting in the Wansbeck catchment through a mixed-
methods approach (online survey, stakeholder interviews, pop up engagement in 
community settings and a local primary school).   
 
Emerging research findings were presented to stakeholders representing a range of 
community and environmental organisations at a workshop in March 2025.  Stakeholders 
co-created and prioritised ideas and solutions in response to the findings.  The solutions 
developed are presented as part of this report, along with a range of case studies 
showcasing existing initiatives which combine socio-economic and environmental 
outcomes.   
 
We hope the findings - and the relationships and momentum developed between 
stakeholders involved in the research - will support and inspire future work to help 
communities thrive alongside nature in the Wansbeck catchment.   
 
We also hope that learning and approaches developed through this project can support 
responsible authorities in their statutory duties to work with local cross-sector partners 
and engage the wider community in preparing, reviewing and updating Local Nature 
Recovery Strategies.  For this reason, our report details each element of the methodology 
used by our team and suggests tips and adaptations for future use before summarising 
key findings and next steps specific to the Wansbeck catchment.  The research team 
would be happy to share further details of our approach with other local areas - contact 
nicre@newcastle.ac.uk. 
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Research methods, 
findings and 
learning 
 

The Nature for People and Place research had 5 key elements: 
 

1. Stakeholder mapping 
2. Desktop review 
3. Pop up engagement 
4. Online survey 
5. Co-creation workshop 

 
In this section of the report we describe each of the methods used and findings generated. 
We have also captured our reflections and learning from the process, which may support 
future community engagement activities in similar contexts.  
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1. Stakeholder mapping 
 
Method:  
Stakeholder mapping occurred for the duration of the project, from November 2024 
through March 2025.  Desktop activity utilised Google Maps, information gathered 
through newsletters from a range of VCSE and public sector partners and searches on 
relevant local website and social media pages.    
 
Approximately 30 interviews were conducted by the NICRE team, with representatives 
from different organisations including third sector groups (large scale and grassroots), 
various public sector bodies and a few private sector organisations.  We also benefitted 
from support from Thriving Together Northumberland's community connectors to make 
links with stakeholders and attended their January 2025 networking event.  In parallel, 
Northumberland Rivers Trust held conversations with five landowners and managers - 
three traditional estate landowners, one conservation charity and a tenant farmer - all 
based in the middle and upper catchment. 
 
Conversations had a snowballing approach whereby interviewees referred us onwards to 
other individuals and organisations who could provide insight and case studies, as well as 
pointing us towards relevant research and policy literature.  By the end of the process we 
had identified over 300 relevant stakeholders within the catchment area.   
 
Findings: 
When we Initially reached out to stakeholders there was some confusion about how this 
research would connect to other nature recovery activity underway In the catchment.  
While we were able to allay concerns about potential duplication and explain how the 
work was complementary to programmes such as LNRS, LINC and WRCC described In 
the Introduction to this report, It highlighted a wider need to better articulate how different 
Initiatives connect and together can drive Improvements across the catchment.  
Stakeholders generally felt they had some awareness of other organisations activities and 
wider policy context, but did not feel they had a complete overview at a catchment-wide 
level.  Having more joined up Information and coordinated approach to planning would 
help maximise co-benefits across different activities. 
 
When asked about barriers experienced by individuals and communities In accessing 
green and blue spaces and engaging with nature, stakeholders reflected on the same 
Individual and structural factors as those highlighted through the online survey and pop-
up engagement.  They were also able give insight into the challenges in balancing diverse 
needs and perspectives of different groups within the catchment when addressing 
barriers and extending access and engagement. 
 
The Wansbeck is a river of two halves, with the catchment upstream of Morpeth very 
traditionally rural, whilst downstream of the town tends towards the post-industrial.  This 
has a significant impact on attitudes to engaging with the natural environment.   
Downstream of Morpeth, informal engagement with the river is taken as a de facto right 
which does not involve any real interaction with the landowners - for example dog 
walking, camps in woodlands, kids "hanging out".  Upstream of Morpeth, the relationship 
between people engaging with the river on private land is more traditional and generally 
respectful of an owner's rights, but there are clear frictions.   
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As long as visitors stick to paths and, in effect, follow the country code, they are tolerated 
by farmers and landowners. However, issues with dogs, litter, fires, alcohol, bad parking 
etc can escalate confrontation very quickly. There is a perception from landowners that 
this has got worse since covid with a certain number of visitors displaying attitudes that 
suggest entitlement to access the countryside where and when they please.  
 
In general, landowners and farmers are content with traditional engagement such as 
fishing, which are seen as part and parcel of the fabric of the countryside.  There Is also 
recognition and acceptance of legal access such as public rights of way.  However 
extension of access networks through permissive rights of way is not a favoured option 
unless there is some form of remuneration or offsetting via re-routing.  Of course, there 
are exceptions to this among land-owning conservation charities who wish to extend 
public access and interpretation as part of their remit.  However, where ownership lies 
with an access encouraging body such as the National Trust, the views of farming tenants 
are often more akin to other farming colleagues even when their landlord actively 
encourages access and engagement.  
 
There are benefits to be realised for all parties if people are supported to better 
understand nature and how to protect the natural environment alongside efforts to extend 
access.  For individuals, they acquire new skills and knowledge, a sense of ownership and 
pride in place, and have a richer, more positive experience of blue and green spaces.  In 
environmental terms there Is a huge opportunity to change behaviour and shift the net 
impact of people's interaction with nature to be neutral to positive.  If farmers and 
landowners can be confident that people will not cause problems and damage to their 
property and businesses, they may also enjoy the benefits of Increased access - from 
opportunities for business diversification, to better public understanding and support for 
farmers, and even encouraging Interest In agriculture and land management from the 
next generation of workers.   
 
To make this happen community organisations and public services will need to offer 
education and opportunities for people they support to access nature - so will need to be 
persuaded that this should be a priority, aligns with their organisational objectives, and 
can be done within the resources they have available and/or with additional funding that 
Is sufficient to develop sustainable activities.  This Is also a consideration for landowners 
and public bodies making Infrastructure Improvements to green and blue spaces - 
funding may be available to make the Initial Improvement, but ongoing maintenance also 
needs to be planned for and resourced. 
 
In summary, stakeholder mapping and engagement identified a significant opportunity 
within the Wansbeck catchment to bring people closer to nature, given the diversity of its 
natural capital, the breadth of organisations across public, private and voluntary sector 
with a stake in realising socioeconomic and environmental benefits, and the range of 
activities and strategic initiatives already underway.  However, this will require a shared 
understanding of the benefits for all parties, strengthened coordination and information 
sharing between partners, and a shared commitment to encouraging the 'right' type of 
engagement - i.e. environmentally aware and sustainable from an ecological, economic 
and social perspective. 
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2. Evidence review 

 
Method: Our team conducted an analysis of peer reviewed scientific literature, policy 
documents and grey material relating to people's experiences of connecting to nature.  
We considered socio-economic and environmental data to identify where there is 
greatest potential to achieve multiple objectives such as health, learning and skills and 
climate change adaptation.  The review leveraged regional and national insight and 
exemplars to better understand why interaction with green and blue spaces is important 
for society and to highlight good practice in terms of what has worked in nature recovery 
and community activities.  A selection of case studies identified through the research is 
available on NICRE’s Innovation Portal – https://nicre.co.uk/innovation-portal/  
 
Findings: 
 

2.1 Themes in peer reviewed scientific literature 
 
2.1.a) The value of blue and green spaces 
 
Blue and green spaces typically refer to natural features within everyday environments, 
especially those inhabited by humans. Blue and green spaces go beyond parks and 
gardens to include green walls, planting within built structures, rivers, ponds within city 
parks (WHO 2023). Some of these features are relevant within the Wansbeck catchment, 
given that it encompasses some small towns e.g. Morpeth, Ashington. The wider 
Wansbeck catchment includes many different blue and green features including the 
Wansbeck Riverside Park; the National Trust’s Wallington estate; Fontburn Waterside 
Park; and Harburn Forest. 
  
There are significant economic benefits accruing from spending time in the natural 
environment, £2.1 billion per year could be saved in health costs if everyone in England 
had good access to greenspace, due to increased physical activity in those spaces (Public 
Health England 2023). It is not surprising that many government strategies seek to find 
ways to encourage and enable individuals and communities to spend more time in the 
natural environment. The Parks Alliance (The Parks Alliance, 2020) highlights the 
economic value of green spaces, citing research indicating that for every £1 invested in 
parks, there is a £7 return in health, wellbeing, and environmental benefits. More widely 
nature-based solutions can drive socio-economic recovery including job creation, 
improved public health and climate resilience. In England and Wales, houses and flats 
within 100 metres of public greenspace are an average of £2,500 more expensive than 
they would be if they were more than 500 metres away – an average premium of 1.1% in 
2016, suggesting that the public places a value on being near to greenspace (Public 
Health England 2023). Benefits extend beyond economic measures with multiple health 
benefits. People intrinsically value nature and actively seek it out to relax (Chiesura 2004). 
The issue of social and physical barriers to nature contact has been identified as a matter 
of environmental justice (Bratman et al 2019). It is important because as this review shows, 
there are significant individual health and wellbeing as well as wider community benefits. 
  
2.1.b) Cognitive and psychological impacts of the natural environment  
 

https://nicre.co.uk/innovation-portal/
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“(i)magine a therapy that had no known side effects, was readily available, and could 
improve your cognitive functioning at zero cost” (Berman, Jonides, & Kaplan, 2008, p. 1207). 
  
Individuals’ subjective perceptions of their environment are important (Wang et al. 2023). 
Increasing interest in environmental psychology has added greatly to our understanding 
of the way in which interaction with the natural environment impacts on individuals and 
communities. The strength of health benefits means that living in natural environments 
may reduce mortality risk and reduce socioeconomic inequalities (Mitchell and Popham 
2008). Nature has been found to act as a buffer against negative subjective and 
physiological aspects of stress (Fuller et al. 2007). Stress Recovery Theory (SRT) (Ulrich 
1983, Ulrich et al. 1991) shows how the natural environment alleviates stress through its 
affective impact. It assumes that humans are biologically prepared to rapidly display 
positive affect towards the natural environment (Ulrich et al. 1991, Joye and Dewitte 2018). 
  
Attention Restoration Theory (ART) focuses on cognitive benefits from interaction with the 
natural environment. According to ART, direct exposure to nature improves human 
information processing by offering mental space for addressing unresolved thoughts 
(Kaplan 1995) and in so doing provides restorative actions (Joye and Dewitte 2018). The 
theory claims that being in a natural environment offers less intense stimulation or soft 
fascination rather than hard all-consuming fascination where there is a lot of demand on 
cognitive resources, such as might be found in a busy urban environment (Kaplan and 
Berman 2010). This leaves mental space for reflection as the ability to concentrate is 
restored. Thus mindfulness increases when spending time in natural environments which 
ultimately also reduces stress levels (Bray et al. 2022). ART proposes that individuals 
benefit for various reasons including being ‘away’ from everyday stresses, experiencing 
expansive spaces and contexts; engaging in activities that align with intrinsic motivations; 
and experiencing ‘softly fascinating’ stimuli i.e. aspects of the environment that capture 
attention effortlessly (Kaplan 1995, see also Ohly et al. 2016). The latter is a key driver, 
while the other properties enhance or sustain fascination (Ohly et al. 2016). 
  
A further theory, Self-Determination Theory (SDT) argues that humans have an innate 
need to relate and connect to others or the world around them (Ryan and Deci 2000). 
Research has shown how individuals feel close to and connected to the natural 
environment after having contact with it (Mayer et al. 2008). The quality of contact with 
nature can improve social connections and wellbeing of individuals (Weinstein et al. 2015). 
  
2.1.c) Individual benefits from spending time in the natural environment 
 
There is a compelling body of evidence that speaks to the benefits of nature exposure for 
human health and wellbeing (Lamont, R. and Hinson C., 2024).  Multiple studies have 
found that individuals who are exposed to the natural environment experience improved 
physical and mental health (Mitchell et al., 2015; Nieuwenhuijsen et al., 2017 Wendelboe-
Nelson et al., 2019). Benefits include reductions in obesity, diabetes, heart disease and 
stress levels (Dobson et al. 2019), reduced cognitive impairment and cognitive restoration, 
including better memory and attention (Mygind et al., 2021), a reduced feeling of isolation 
(Berman et al. 2012, Pieters et al. 2019) and a heightened sense of belonging (McAreavey 
and Asikainen 2025, Wang et al. 2023). It is connected to positive mental wellbeing; it can 
promote calm, enhance mood and reduce anxiety as well as breaking negative thought 
patterns (Pieters et al. 2019). Spending at least 120 minutes per week in the natural 
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environment is associated with improved health and wellbeing, however it needs to be at 
least this amount as spending under 120 minutes in nature per week does not result in 
increased health outcomes (White et al. 2019). Even passively sitting in the natural 
environment, such as forest bathing (or Shinrin-yoku as this is known in Japan), can confer 
benefits to physical and mental health (Park et al. 2010). Additionally, they offer spaces for 
nature-based health interventions or social prescribing (Britton et al., 2020; Leavell et al., 
2019) and create sensory experiences (Dobson et al. 2019). Experience in nature has been 
associated with improved sleep (Grigsby-Toussaint et al. 2015) which may in turn 
decrease the risk for mental illness as sleep problems are major factors in this. There is a 
growing association between interacting in nature and decreased incidence of other 
disorders such as ADHD (van den Berg 2015, Bratman et al. 2019). As such, nature can 
serve as a powerful therapeutic tool for improving mental health and cognitive function, 
especially for individuals experiencing depression (Berman et al. 2012). Moreover, if 
people have easy access to green and blue spaces (GBS), then they may be inclined to 
engage in physical activity in those spaces e.g. walking, cycling etc (Wang et al. 2023). 
 
Socioeconomic, cultural and structural issues can be difficult to pin down. If individuals 
have cultural and social disconnects to nature-based organisations or to outdoor spaces, 
they can feel alienated especially if there is little attempt to acknowledge different 
socioeconomic or cultural perspectives on nature (Risbeth et al. 2022).  
  
Previous research highlights how different users have very different needs, and a one size 
does not fit all. Further, access to and benefits from using green and blue spaces are not 
the same. For instance, a 10-year longitudinal study in Wales found how the positive 
effects of green and blue spaces on mental health were more pronounced in individuals 
residing in more deprived areas (Geary et al. 2023).  
  
The benefits that different social groups gain from spending time in blue and green 
spaces can vary greatly. Childhood and early experiences of the natural environment can 
enhance children’s performance at school (Dadvand et al. 2015) and boost imagination 
and creativity (Kahn et al. 2002). Bray et al. (2022) focused on 14-14 yr olds in urban 
settings and found that spending time in blue and green spaces can greatly enhance 
mood and reduce anxiety. Exposure to nature has also been found to increase activity 
levels among children and young people (Lamont, R. and Hinson C., 2024). Childhood 
experiences can create important long-term connections to the environment (Thompson 
et al. 2008) and generate good mental health and well-being in later life (Engemann et 
al., 2019, 202; Tillmann et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2020). Equally if individuals do not have 
these historical experiences, they may be uncertain on how to engage with the natural 
environment (Natural England 2024). In addition to the intrinsic value of the countryside, 
social interaction, physical activity and mindfulness were mediators between exposure to 
green spaces and improved mental health. Not all young people have equal access to 
green/blue spaces, especially in low-income urban areas. Those with limited access to 
nature may experience higher levels of anxiety and depression due to increased urban 
stressors. 
  
As well as for younger children, the mental health benefits of urban blue and green spaces 
are relevant for other groups including older adults (Dempsey et al., 2018) and those from 
lower socioeconomic groups (Garrett et al., 2019). Socioeconomic status, ethnicity, age, 
and disability can influence the availability and quality of natural spaces accessible to 
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different communities (Holland 2021). For older people research, has identified how 
spending time in blue and green space is related to reduced stress and higher 
experiences of enjoyment.  It has been pointed out that older adults’ experiences of 
wellbeing and instant stress reduction could be partially because they are also exposed 
to other people (Macintyre et al. 2019). 
  
Lower socioeconomic communities and those with higher minoritised and migrant 
communities may live in a poor-quality urban environment and may have less access to 
potential benefits (WHO 2023). It is notable that studies of blue and green spaces in an 
urban setting show how the quality of those spaces significantly influences health 
outcomes (Dobson et al. 2019). The same study shows that poorly maintained areas can 
deter use by certain groups and thus exacerbate social divisions (Dobson et al. 2019). 
Some communities may not feel safe using certain spaces, e.g. elderly, disabled, LGBTQ+ 
communities (WHO 2023).  
 
Review of evidence also highlights negative impacts of exposure to air and water pollution 
for human health – with an increased risk to those who have more exposure to polluted 
environments (Lamont, R. and Hinson C., 2024).  This again speaks to the importance of 
the quality of green and blue spaces that people are accessing in realising the individual 
benefits of nature.   
  
2.1.d) Community benefits 
 
There are community level benefits arising from engagement with blue and green spaces, 
including greater civic pride, social cohesion, reduced crime rates, education, heritage 
and creative benefits (Weinstein et al 2015, WHO 2023). As well as generating direct 
benefits, other indirect benefits ensue including social interaction and greater physical 
activity (Pearce et al. 2022, Enssle and Kabisch 2020). It can alter individuals’ subjective 
perceptions of their environment and can enhance social capital (Wang et al. 2023), 
boosting community cohesion.  
  
Just as engagement in the natural environment can result in community cohesion and 
civic pride, the lack of community-driven approaches that value and incorporate local 
knowledge and experiences can result in activities failing to reflect the needs and 
interests of the community (Risbeth et al. 2022). Partnering with community organisations 
can help to overcome this potential weakness. 
  
Simple projects and opportunities to spend time in the natural environment can yield quite 
significant results. For instance, research from Australia shows how self-reported 
wellbeing increased through participating in a gardening project. Users were social 
housing residents, and they reported improved personal well-being, health and 
community connectedness. Other benefits were an increase in gardening skills as well as 
enhanced civic pride (Gray et al. 2024). 
  
Involving the community in identifying and maintaining local green spaces can contribute 
to social cohesion (CPRE 2023). It can also help to overcome the negative impacts of 
antisocial behaviour (see also Local Trust Towards-resilience-green-spaces-and-
communities.pdf). They are more than passive spaces and can nurture exchange and 
collaboration. Thought of in this way they can create hubs that support interaction, 

https://localtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Towards-resilience-green-spaces-and-communities.pdf
https://localtrust.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Towards-resilience-green-spaces-and-communities.pdf
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inclusivity and cultural exchange (Burrage 2013). Thus blue and green spaces may allow 
for community participation, such as involvement in volunteer activities within Country 
Parks (2006, Seminar Proceedings of the Countryside Recreation Network). Multiple 
methods can facilitate wider engagement as they take account of a broad audience (ibid).  
Locally prioritised nature recovery goals can bring together stakeholders, including local 
government, community organisations and civil society groups to advance environmental 
aspirations (Community Foundation 2024 
https://www.communityfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Vital-
Signs-North-East-2024-Environment.pdf ). 
  
2.1.e) Barriers to accessing the natural environment 
 
An intersection of issues influences the capacity of individuals to access the natural 
Spending time in natural environments and being involved in physical activity depends on 
individual choice and behaviour and that is set within wider socio-cultural structural 
factors. Lack of interest and lack of time influence personal decisions to engage with the 
environment (Boyd et al. 2018). While it might be expected that proximity to a place is an 
important influence on spending time there, this has been found to be a comparatively 
weak influence (Schipperijn et al. 2010). The physicality of the environment can be 
influential especially for those reliant on using wheelchairs (Risbeth et al. 2022). 
  
If individuals have cultural and social disconnects to nature-based organisations or to 
outdoor spaces, they can feel alienated especially if there is little attempt to acknowledge 
different environment, including age, ethnicity and socioeconomic status, with the result 
that it is an uneven process (Rishbeth et al., 2022). In rural areas some blue and green 
spaces are underused by minority communities for a number of reasons, including 
previous experience of racist and discriminatory behaviour, feeling that they do not 
belong or fit in with the expectations of the other users (Rishbeth et al. 2022).   
  
The presence of others is therefore an important factor determining personal decisions to 
spend time in the natural environment. If people perceive they will experience 
discrimination or feel unsafe or generally not fit in, they may self-exclude from certain 
spaces. For instance, the perception of people with low social standing caused individuals 
in a Scottish study to avoid a certain green space (Jones et al. 2008). Another study, albeit 
based in a dense urban setting, found how individuals of higher social status were 
generally more likely to enjoy the benefits of walkability, whereas those with lower status 
were penalised by lack of maintenance of local green spaces (Picascia and Mitchell 2022). 
McAreavey and Asikainen (2025) found that asylum seekers and refugees who were living 
in an urban setting, had few interactions with the rural environment. This was not just 
about knowledge of how to access rural areas, but also due to having no money to pay 
for public transport out of the city. Through walks in a National Park, their research 
participants experienced a sense of emotional connection between the past and the 
present. Solidarity walks also offered welcoming and hospitality, allowing individuals from 
this marginalised community to express themselves openly.  In recent years there has 
been an increase in groups that support black and minority ethnic communities to engage 
with the rural environment in England, for instance the Sheffield Environmental 
Movement. The Countryside Charity is proactively working on creating a ‘countryside for 
all’ (Truman 2020). 
  

https://www.communityfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Vital-Signs-North-East-2024-Environment.pdf
https://www.communityfoundation.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Vital-Signs-North-East-2024-Environment.pdf
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Within the purely rural context other barriers can exclude individuals from accessing 
green and blue spaces. Land access and land ownership are important as is their 
relationship with the wider public and users of blue and green spaces. Problems can arise 
if landowners or farmers do not respect the right of the public to access those spaces or 
if the public do not respect the way in which they should be engaging with the natural 
environment. Obstructions from landowners or farmers may include locked gates or 
electric fences; poorly maintained paths; or surfaces in poor condition. Meanwhile 
problems occur if users do not respect the natural environment such as leaving gates 
open or allowing their dog to roam freely where livestock are grazing. Relations between 
users of blue and green spaces and landowners is thus important as is knowledge of the 
countryside code. Tensions might arise for instance between tenants and landowners if 
they have diverse views about opening up access to land. In other words, there are many 
different publics – as this review has shown, but equally there are many different types of 
farmers/landowners with different aspirations and ambitions for public access to their 
land. 
 

2.2 Considerations emerging from grey literature on policy and practice 
 
Grey literature, comprising non-commercially published materials such as government 
publications, policy documents, technical reports, and community research, offers 
valuable insights into the environmental and social challenges facing the Wansbeck 
catchment area, as well as areas further afield. These documents provide essential 
context, reveal current policies, highlight community needs, and support evidence-based 
decision-making processes. 
 
2.2.a) The central role of strategic planning and policy formulation 
 
A key theme emerging from the reviewed grey literature is the central role of strategic 
planning and policy formulation in addressing social and environmental challenges. 
Northumberland County Council’s Local Plan (2022a) demonstrates this integrated 
approach by combining environmental protection with public health improvement. The 
plan emphasises biodiversity conservation, climate change mitigation, green 
infrastructure development, and sustainable resource management. Similarly, the Air 
Quality Strategy from Northumberland County Council (2024a), developed in consultation 
with DEFRA and local stakeholders, highlights a structured approach to improving local 
air quality. Both documents underline the need for clearly defined objectives, robust 
evidence, and regular monitoring frameworks (Edgar et al., 2021). The concept of regional-
scale strategic planning is also evident through Hunter’s (2020) Plan for Nature, proposed 
to strategically enhance natural assets across North East England. This regional strategy 
demonstrates the importance coordinated policy development, addressing multiple 
socio-environmental benefits ranging from biodiversity conservation to improving public 
health. Similarly, the Towards a Local Nature Recovery Strategy for the North of Tyne Area 
(North of Tyne Local Nature Recovery Strategy Steering Group, 2024) outlines a phased 
and collaborative approach to implementing the Environment Act 2021 through strategic 
mapping, biodiversity prioritisation, and community-informed recovery actions. 
 
2.2.b) The value of community and grassroots engagement 
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Community involvement and grassroots engagement form another key strand in the 
reviewed grey literature. Reports such as Greenspace & Us (Cole et al., 2023), 
commissioned by Natural England, employ participatory methodologies to identify 
barriers preventing local communities, particularly marginalised groups, from accessing 
green spaces. Such research underlines the value of inclusive community engagement in 
enhancing the accessibility of green infrastructure. Similarly, the HERO project (Oxford 
Martin School and Oxford University, 2022) places considerable emphasis on stakeholder 
perceptions and community-driven nature recovery efforts. Additionally, the 
Northumberland Inequalities Plan promotes building on existing community strengths 
and facilitating local action to tackle environmental and social disparities 
(Northumberland County Council, 2022b). These approaches demonstrate a commitment 
to community-driven interventions, recognising local knowledge and stakeholder 
motivation as integral to sustainable environmental management and social 
improvement. The Local Nature Recovery Strategy for Northumberland (Northumberland 
County Council, 2024b) also emphasises co-production through workshops, events, 
surveys, and technical mapping tools. Its engagement with stakeholders underpins the 
design of place-specific actions to enhance biodiversity and support environmental 
education and stewardship. 
 
2.2.c) Integrating environmental and socioeconomic benefits 
 
Integrating nature-based solutions and enhancing green infrastructure emerge as 
frequently advocated strategies within the reviewed documents, recognised for their 
environmental, social, and economic benefits. According to Northumberland County 
Council’s Open Space Assessment (2024c), green infrastructure contributes significantly 
towards improving urban resilience, biodiversity, public health, climate change mitigation, 
and economic resilience. Edgar et al. (2021) further support these findings, noting green 
infrastructure’s dual capacity to enhance ecological functions and deliver social benefits 
such as improved mental health, physical activity, and community cohesion. Similarly, 
strategic documents such as the Northumberland Local Plan explicitly adopt green 
infrastructure and nature-based solutions as part of their core planning approach, 
highlighting their role in creating resilient urban spaces and sustainable communities 
(Northumberland County Council, 2022a). Documents such as the Sustainability Appraisal 
for the Northumberland National Park’s Local Plan illustrate how sustainability principles 
are embedded into strategic planning processes (Northumberland National Park 
Authority, 2020). The NICRE Evidence Review (2024) adds further weight to this theme by 
identifying opportunities for biodiversity, land management, and green jobs in rural areas, 
while making a case for nature recovery as a route to inclusive and resilient rural growth. 
The Cabinet-approved Environmental Stewardship and Rural Growth Investment Plan 
(North East Combined Authority, 2024) aligns with these goals through targeted funding, 
regional coordination of Local Nature Recovery Strategies, and innovation in nature 
finance and low-carbon land use. The grey literature thus positions sustainable 
development as an overarching guiding principle, informing local policies and planning 
decisions aimed at long-term ecological and social viability. 
 
2.2.d) The role of nature in tackling inequalities 
 
Explicit attention to social inequalities is also prominent. The Greenspace & Us project, for 
instance, highlights socio-economic inequalities affecting access to green space, 
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particularly for young women from disadvantaged communities (Cole et al., 2023). 
Similarly, the Northumberland Inequalities Plan directly addresses disparities in health 
outcomes and access to environmental benefits through targeted community 
engagement and capacity-building strategies (Northumberland County Council, 2024a). 
Additionally, broader regional reports, such as Vital Signs North East (Community 
Foundation, 2024), provide evidence-based analyses highlighting the correlation 
between socio-economic disadvantage, environmental degradation, and poorer health 
outcomes. The proposed regional Plan for Nature in the North reinforces this perspective 
by advocating for increased access to nature specifically for communities facing the 
greatest deprivation (Hunter, 2020). Collectively, these reports illustrate a coherent 
approach to tackling environmental injustice through targeted, equity-focused 
interventions. Further support for equity-oriented recovery is found in the Local 
Investment in Natural Capital (LINC) programme (Green Finance Institute, 2024), which 
funds the development of local finance mechanisms and natural capital projects across 
rural and urban authorities, including Northumberland. The initiative supports community-
led restoration while mobilising private investment, addressing both environmental need 
and place-based economic disadvantage. 
 
2.2.e) The importance of evidence-based decision-making 
 
Another consistent theme in the reviewed documents is the emphasis placed on the 
importance of robust, evidence-based decision making and ongoing monitoring of 
implemented policies. Reports such as the Northumberland Open Space Assessment 
utilise quantitative audits and qualitative evaluations to establish local needs and identify 
gaps in green space provision (Northumberland County Council, 2024b). Similarly, the 
Northumberland Local Plan’s Sustainability Appraisal employs analytical methods to 
justify policy choices and ensure transparency in strategic planning decisions 
(Northumberland County Council, 2022). Complementary reports, including Vital Signs 
North East, also exemplify how data-driven insights underpin regional planning initiatives, 
enhancing their accountability and effectiveness (Community Foundation, 2024). This 
approach ensures that strategies remain responsive, adaptable, and capable of delivering 
measurable outcomes aligned with community priorities and environmental targets. 
 
To summarise, the reviewed grey literature presents a comprehensive, integrated 
approach to addressing environmental and social challenges within the Wansbeck 
catchment area. Strategic planning frameworks, community-centred methodologies, and 
the application of nature-based solutions consistently emerge as central strategies. 
Sustainable development principles underpin these policies, explicitly addressing 
inequalities and utilising evidence-based methodologies for implementation and 
evaluation. 
 

2.3 The demographics of the Wansbeck catchment 
 
There has already been extensive analysis of environmental data, opportunities and 
priorities for nature recovery within the Wansbeck catchment, notably in the Wansbeck 
Nature Recovery Plan.  To complement that analysis, in this research we used data from 
the 2021 census to consider areas of opportunity through a socioeconomic lens. 
 
Population dispersal - how close are people to nature 
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Looking at data from a local authority level, Northumberland is the least densely 
populated local authority in the North East, with a density of around 64 people per square 
kilometre. This highlights the predominantly rural nature of the region, with nearly 97% of 
the land classified as rural and over half of the population concentrated in just 3% of the 
county’s area, primarily in the urbanised southeast.  This presents both opportunity and 
challenge in connecting people to nature, as the county benefits from a wealth of green 
and blue spaces, but for most people reaching these spaces means travelling some 
distance.  Individuals may lack the time and resources to make such journeys, and 
weaknesses in public transport excludes households who do not have a car from 
accessing such opportunities.  Where individuals do make the journey by car, this has an 
environmental cost and may cause disruption for local residents, businesses and 
landowners at their destination.  A catchment-wide approach would need to consider how 
to increase quality and access of green spaces In the most populated areas while 
supporting access to more rural spaces In a way that Is equitable and respectful of the 
environment and community In those locations. 
 
Population characteristics to consider 
 
Age and disability prevalence indicates need for inclusive initiatives to support public health 
 
25.4% of Northumberland’s population were aged 65+ at the 2021 Census, an increase of 
28.9% from 2011.  Both of these figures are significantly higher than the national average, 
and have implications for public services, particularly increased demand for healthcare, 
social care, and age-related services.  Given the wealth of evidence for nature having a 
positive impact on health and wellbeing, there Is an opportunity to make engagement 
with nature part of a healthy ageing strategy which promotes positive outcomes for 
Individuals and delivers savings for public services.  However, design of schemes will 
need to consider specific needs of older people - for example using spaces which have 
even paths and benches to sit down on, which feel safe, and which are easily accessible 
without driving or walking long distances.  
 
Disability prevalence in Northumberland is also above the national average, with 
approximately 19.6% of residents identifying as disabled, including 8.3% who report their 
day-to-day activities as being significantly limited.  Again this points to a need for inclusive 
design of activities which connect people to nature, considering a range of access 
requirements, and with adaptations and additional support available for individuals 
wherever possible.  Disabled people and their organisations could work with 
environmental organisations and public authorities within the Wansbeck catchment to 
develop a range of accessible opportunities across the catchment.  Transport was also 
reported as a key challenge by a number of organisations who provide outdoor activities 
designed for disabled people - public transport may not be available or accessible, and 
the cost of private transport Is prohibitive for many - and there Is also a shortage of 
volunteer drivers to provide such schemes. 
 
Other demographic characteristics 
 
Ethnically, Northumberland remains predominantly White (97.7%), with relatively small 
proportions of Asian (1.2%), Mixed (0.7%), Black (0.1%), and other ethnic groups (0.3%). The 
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demographic trends indicate increasing ethnic diversity, though it remains significantly 
lower than national averages (for the UK as a whole 81.7% identified as white in 2021).   
 
Christianity is the predominant religion, accounting for 53.2% of Northumberland 
residents. However, a considerable proportion of the population (40.1%) identifies as 
having no religion, reflecting broader secular trends. Smaller religious groups include 
Muslims (0.5%), Buddhists (0.2%), Sikhs (0.2%), Hindus (0.1%), and Jews (0.1%). This fits with 
the statistics for the UK with Christianity being the predominant religion at 46.2%, which is 
a decline of 13.1% from 2011. Those reporting "No religion" increased from 25.2% to 37.2% 
over the same period. 
 
Regarding sexual orientation, 92.1% of residents identified as heterosexual, while 
approximately 1.2% identified as gay or lesbian, 0.8% as bisexual, and 0.2% as having other 
sexual orientations. Gender identity figures indicate that 0.11% of residents reported a 
gender identity different from their sex at birth.   
 
While these figures suggest lower levels of ethnic and religious diversity across 
Northumberland and a smaller proportion of the population identifying as LGBTQ+ than 
the national average, it is vital that these minoritised groups are not left behind when it 
comes to access to nature.  Working with organisations who are embedded in these 
communities and can advocate for their experiences and aspirations is key.  There are also 
good examples of environmental and land-owning organisations in rural parts of the 
catchment providing opportunities for minority groups living in urban locations to access 
green and blue spaces (see case studies). 
 
Age, disability and socio-economic characteristics within the Wansbeck catchment 
 
As referenced in the introduction, the Wansbeck was chosen as the location for this 
catchment-wide research because it encompasses both deep rural and urban settings 
and a range of socioeconomic features.  While census data cannot be neatly broken down 
by operational catchment, we reviewed data at a town and parish council level for areas 
within and/or bordering the catchment to consider opportunities and needs in different 
parts of the catchment. 
 
Figures below show the areas included in our analysis and how they compare in terms of 
age, disability, unemployment and other indices of deprivation.  On a catchment wide 
level this reinforces the points raised in relation to population dispersal as the areas which 
experience the highest levels of deprivation are in the east of the catchment (Ashington, 
Choppington, East Bedlington, Pegswood, Newbiggin), while the largest areas of green 
and blue space are upstream.  Car ownership in these areas is below the national average, 
which creates an additional barrier to accessing green and blue spaces which are not in 
easy walking distance.   
 
Looking at characteristics of different parishes and town councils may also inform which 
benefits of connecting people with nature will resonate most strongly, and design of local 
projects.  For example, the 5% unemployment rate in Hepple could indicate that job 
creation linked to engagement with nature is something to focus on.  Areas with an age 
profile that is younger than the county average – and particularly with a larger population 



 
 

23 
 
 

aged under 16 – may be particularly interested in developing projects that engage 
children and young people. 
 
Figures: Map showing councils included in our analysis, and key characteristics for each 
 

 
 
 

 

Map 

key
Town/Parish council Disability Unemployment

Economic 

inactivity

Deprivation (% 

households 

with 1 or more 

dimensions)

No 

qualifications

No cars or vans 

in household

Age profile 

compared to 

county average

England 17.7 3.4 39.4 51.7 18.2 22

Northumberland 21 2.9 44.7 51.5 17.9 19.7

12 Ashington Town Council 23.5 4.1 43.5 57.8 22 29.7 Younger

15 Bavington Parish Council 12.9 1 29 40.2 10.7 4.5 40-60s

28, 83 Brinkburn & Hesleyhurst Parish Council 15.5 1.6 37.4 39.8 10.5 4.5 40-60s

33 Capheaton Parish Council 12.5 2.9 24.5 43.1 10.9 5.6 Older

39 Choppington Parish Council 25.6 4.5 42.4 59.6 22.6 22.5 Younger

43 Corsenside Parish Council 15.3 0.5 41 42.5 16.4 8.1 Older

53 East Bedlington Parish Council 24.5 4 44.9 60.4 24.7 27.2 Younger

59 Elsdon Parish Council 18 1.5 39.1 45 14.6 6 Older

70 Harbottle Parish Council 18.3 2.2 57.2 42.2 9.2 9.4 Older

71 Hartburn Parish Council 21.1 4.2 45.2 46.3 12.4 8.4 40s

76 Hebron Parish Council 14.3 1.7 35.2 29.3 11.2 3.2 Younger

81 Hepple Parish Council 22.6 5 46.7 50.8 9.1 4.5 50-60s

82 Hepscott Parish Council 14.8 1.3 39.1 42.2 9.1 5.2 Younger

96 Kirkwhelpington Parish Council 20.8 0.5 45.7 52.7 18.5 4.4 Older

102 Longhirst Parish Council 14.5 2.3 43.4 42.9 10.4 6.5 Older

108 Meldon Parish Council 14.7 1.6 39.8 43.9 7.8 2.6 40-60s

112 Mitford Parish Council 16.1 1.5 45.3 46.5 14.2 5.4 40-60s

113 Morpeth Parish Council 19.3 2.5 48.6 46 13.5 19.6 Older

115 Netherwitton Parish Council 19.5 1.6 39.8 46.2 13.9 2.5 Older

116 Newbiggin-by-the-Sea Parish Council 29.1 4.2 51 64.3 27 29.8 Average

122 Nunnykirk Parish Council 10.3 2.3 23.3 27.7 7.9 15.1 40-60s

124 Otterburn Parish Council 20.4 1.2 47.3 57.6 21.5 12.7 Older

127 Pegswood Parish Council 22.1 2.7 40.8 54.4 18.7 22.8 Younger

135, 86 Rothley with Hollinghill Parish Council 16.3 1.7 43.6 45 14.2 1.6 40-60s

154 Wallington Demesne Parish Council 16.6 1.4 40 48.4 18.6 3.7 Older

163 Whitton and Tosson Parish Council 20.4 1.2 42.7 48.3 11 8 40-60s
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3. Pop up engagement 
 
Method:  
Our team held three half-day research stall pop ups in public spaces within the 
catchment.  We selected Ashington, Morpeth and Wallington as locations for these pop-
ups in order to cover the lower, middle and upper sections of the catchment.  We set up 
our research stand at the library and leisure centre building in Ashington, the monthly 
farmers' market in Morpeth and in the courtyard at Wallington House.  These locations 
were chosen because we could expect a reasonable level of footfall through the day.   
 
We invited passersby to help us create a 'heat map' of the Wansbeck catchment, by 
sticking dots onto a large printed map of the catchment – green dots were for places that 
they like to go and red and yellow dots were for places they don’t like or wanted to be 
improved.  We also asked people to share comments about their likes and suggestions 
for improvement by adding post-it notes to our ‘tree of aspiration’ and completing printed 
comment cards.  Across the three pop-ups we spoke to around 90 people. 
 
Alongside the pop-ups staffed by researchers, we also set up seven unmanned pop-ups 
using the Sticker Stories app developed by OpenLab at Newcastle University.  Posters 
were put up at Cambois, the Wansbeck Barrage, Wansbeck Riverside Park, near Bothal 
High Bridge, Morpeth Riverside Walk, Mitford, Sweethope Lough and Kirkharle Courtyard.   
 
Each poster had a QR code which people could scan to access a short, single-question 
survey form, where they were asked to type a response to the question “Why are you here 
today, and what do you think of the space?”.  In their response they were asked to describe 
what they liked about the space and what could be improved, and to let us know if they 
were a regular visitor to the space, or here for the first time.   We received 11 responses to 
the sticker story posters across a 6 week period.  Posters also gave the address for the 
main project webpage so if people didn't want to scan the QR code they could still learn 
more about the project and complete the online survey. 
 
The final element of the pop-up engagement was a visit to Mowbray Primary School. 
This school runs an annual project over the summer holidays which involves year 5 and 
year 6 pupils who cycle up the River Wansbeck from sea to source, visiting some of the 
significant heritage and environmental sites along the way and carrying out water 
sampling at different points on the route.  The project was suggested as a case study for 
our report, and we were invited to a group of year 6 pupils who had taken part in the 
project the previous summer.  While onsite, we were also able to run 30-40 minute 
workshops with each year about the project, with short group activities generating 
feedback from the class: 
- Year 3 and 4 voted on whether they liked, didn’t like or didn’t know different green and 

blue spaces within the Wansbeck catchment, and discussed the reasons why 
- Year 5 wrote about what they like and don’t like about the outdoors and shared wishes 

for improvement 
- Year 6 discussed some of the benefits and barriers to connecting with nature raised at 

other pop ups.  They then made posters about things they like about engaging with 
nature and why other people should give it a try.  
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Findings:  
 
3.1 Research stall pop ups (Ashington, Morpeth, Wallington) 
 
When asked to add places they like 
to the heat map, people often chose 
the places that were local to them 
and that they could access easily.  
For many this level of access to 
green and blue spaces was 
sufficient.     
 
People in Ashington were also likely 
to visit sections of the river in 
Morpeth, and vice versa.  The most 
popular green and blue spaces in 
the upper catchment that people 
travel to were Wallington (even 
when data gathered at Wallington is 
taken out of the equation), followed 
by Kirkharle Courtyard and Fontburn 
reservoir.  These sites are managed 
and offer more amenities for visitors, which was something people said they 
appreciated.   Other common reasons given for liking green and blue spaces were that 
they were ‘pretty’ or ‘scenic’ (i.e. appreciation of their qualities), their significance in the 
heritage of the region, and that they offer an experience that’s inclusive of the whole 
family – children and pets as well as adults. 
 

Most of the improvements suggested during the 
pop ups related to infrastructure.  Paths which are 
flooded or poorly maintained and a lack of join up 
between walking and cycle paths were common 
barriers to access.  Removal of benches in public 
spaces was a common issue which reduced 
opportunities for rest and enjoyment.  Knowing 
there is access to a toilet and somewhere to buy 
food and drink would also encourage more 
people to go to green and blue spaces.   
 
Another barrier was a lack of information and 
signage to show where paths go.  More 
experienced walkers highlighted this as an issue 
in the upper catchment, while those accessing 
public and recreation spaces at the lower end of 
the catchment were unsure about how they 
connected up and if it was possible to walk down 
as far as the mouth of the Wansbeck. 
 

Heat map of the Wansbeck catchment from pop up stalls 

Tree of aspiration 
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Those we spoke to across all pop ups also highlighted environmental degradation, with 
key concerns being water quality, decline in wildlife and littering, though there were 
different species and presentations highlighted depending on location. 
 
At the lower end of the catchment, concerns about spaces feeling unsafe were more 
likely to be raised (particularly the section of the river from Ashington to Cambois), while 
at Wallington people were more likely to raise travel and transport as a potential barrier 
to access.  In Morpeth a key area that many spoke to was the need to educate people to 
engage with nature responsibly – perhaps reflecting that this is where the deeper rural 
and peri-urban parts of the catchment intersect, and that more people of the people we 
spoke to have connections to farming and land management and a better understanding 
of the potential impact. 
 
3.2 Sticker stories 
 
A limited number of responses were collected 
through the Sticker Stories app (see section on 
learning about the approach), but those received 
echo many of the themes highlighted through the 
in person pop ups.  
 
Around half of the comments received referenced 
replacing benches.  Positive comments about 
spaces related to seeing wildlife, the health 
benefits of walking and being able to bring the 
dog.  Maintenance of paths was commented on as 
both a positive and a negative depending on the 
location.  Litter, dog poo and vandalism were cited 
as barriers to enjoying green and blue spaces, 
particularly toward the mouth of the river.  There 
were also suggestions relating to providing 
information and maps and having joined up routes 
along the length of the river. 
  
"First time visit. Walking from holiday home in 
Cambois to Newbiggin. Like the tarmac surface, the 
metal railings over the weir. Don’t like the litter and 
dog poo abandoned by irresponsible folks. Bins 
are needed. Maybe a map and named 
Waterford pictures? " 
 
"I walk along the River Wansbeck most days with my dog and often chat with others. It would 
be nice to have a few benches on the rowing club side. I know a memorial bench was sadly 
recently vandalised. Would be nice to see that installed again and another by the cluster of 
trees to the left of the slope. " 
 
"I live in Mitford with my partner and our Labrador. We love the village and the countryside, 
it is well kept however there is often issues with the public footpaths collapsing near the river 
and trees blowing down blocking the paths.” 

Example of a sticker stories poster (above) and 
comments received (left) 
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3.3 Visit to Mowbray Primary School 
 
Across all age groups, the broad themes that came up in terms of likes and dislikes about 
the outdoors and engaging with nature were fairly consistent.  Awareness of the benefits 
of being outdoors and connecting to nature also started at an early age.  Within classes, 
individual differences in what children described as scary or uncomfortable (e.g. liking or 
disliking insects, confidence around dogs and other animals, cycling) were often 
determined by past experiences and knowledge.  Interest in going to new places 
increased where children had a sense of what to expect.  The number of other people and 
how they behave in a space also has a significant impact on children and young people’s 
enjoyment and whether they feel safe.   

 
 

Summary of themes across years 3-6 
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Year six pupils worked together during and after the workshop to produce posters 
encouraging other people to engage with nature.  These echoed the benefits reported by 
adults and cited in literature: from the experiences you can have and the things you can 
see, to the benefits in terms of health and wellbeing – in particular mental wellbeing and 
having space away from pressures of day-to-day life – and the social connections you 
can make.  Some posters also highlighted the importance of looking after nature – this 
also came up in discussions with the year 5 age group, showing a growing awareness of 
environmental issues.  It is worth noting that Mowbray offers forest school for all pupils as 
well as running the sea to source project and a range of other opportunities to engage 
with nature.  It would be interesting to test awareness in other schools who have less of a 
nature focus within the school day, 

  

 

 

 

Four of the posters from Yr. 6 at Mowbray Primary School 
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 Sea to Source cycling project 

We also talked to a group of year 6 pupils who had taken part in the River Wansbeck sea 
to source cycling project.  They had loved their experience and described numerous 
benefits – from having new experiences like staying away from home and learning about 
nature, history and heritage along the route, to health benefits of exercise and learning 
about nutrition, and being supported to challenge yourself and gaining new skills like 
resilience and teamwork.   

As a result of being part of the project, the children were inspired to tell more people 
about protecting nature.  They are sharing their skills and encouraging other local children 
to get into cycling.  Providing reassurance that no one would laugh if you fell off and that 
there was lots of support in the group was seen as important.  Mowbray Primary School 
has won an award for the number of miles cycled by pupils, and the Year 6 pupils were 
very proud of having won a trip to Lilidorei for the school because of their efforts. 

Watch the Sea to Source video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lSwMgUY5Ook. 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lSwMgUY5Ook
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4. Online survey 
 
Method:  
An online survey was created to capture a snapshot of current usage of green and blue 
spaces and engagement with nature recovery in the Wansbeck catchment area.  We 
asked respondents to tell us what they liked about these spaces and the activities they 
do in nature, and what could be improved.  We also explored barriers to people engaging 
with nature and nature recovery, and what would help to overcome these. 
 
The survey ran from January to March 2025, and was hosted on NICRE’s project webpage.  
It was promoted via social media, partner comms channels, flyers at pop up locations and 
information on the sticker stories poster.  In total we received 105 responses. 
 
Findings: 
 
Profile of respondents 
78% of survey respondents lived in the Wansbeck catchment.  41% worked or volunteered 
in the catchment, and 48% visit the catchment area for leisure purposes.  Just under half 
of respondents reported a link to an organisation that works to protect nature and/or 
support people and communities in the catchment.  Organisations ranged from small local 
volunteer-led groups and sports clubs to larger charities. 
 
63% of respondents were of working age, with most of these in the 45 – 64 year age 
bracket.  36% were aged 65 and over.  41% of respondents identified as male, and 59% 
identified as female. 
 
Current experiences of green and blue spaces 
Around half of respondents (54%) spent time in green and blue spaces every day, with a 
further third (32%) reporting 2-3 times per week.  9% of respondents spend time in green 
and blue spaces less than once a week. 
 
Walks were the most common reason for accessing green and blue spaces, with nearly 
half of respondents (46%) mentioning this in their answer.  Locations mentioned most 
frequently were in the lower section of the catchment, often peri-urban parks, river paths 
and other spaces around Morpeth and Ashington, though Wallington was also mentioned 
multiple times. 
 

 

Respondents were most likely to mention wildlife and the natural landscape as the things 
they appreciate most about these spaces.  21% of responses mentioned wildlife 

Figure:  Word cloud generated from responses to the question “which green and blue spaces in the Wansbeck 
catchment do you spend most time in and what activities do you do there?” 
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specifically.  Other common responses focussed on physical and mental wellbeing 
benefits (opportunities to exercise, a sense of peace) and also how they have built 
connections to other people through nature – whether taking pleasure from seeing other 
people enjoying the spaces, or through participation in group activities outdoors. 
 

 

Factors affecting current and future engagement 
82% of those surveyed said that they would like to spend more time in green and blue 
spaces.  11% were happy with their current level of engagement and 7% were unsure about 
whether they would like to do more. 
 
Broadly speaking, factors which affect engagement with nature fall into two categories – 
individual and contextual.  An individual’s interests and goals, previous experiences and 
skills and confidence all have an impact on their enjoyment, motivation and likelihood of 
spending time in nature.  Many respondents also spoke about other pressures on their 
time (work, family life, caring responsibilities, other hobbies) as a limiting the time they are 
able to spend in nature.  Where being in green and blue spaces is integrated with other 
parts of people’s lives – e.g. taking family members outside, having a job, volunteer role 
or hobby which takes you outdoors – frequency of engagement is more easily increased. 
 
Key contextual factors related to availability and quality of green and blue spaces, 
whether spaces are within easy reach (or with good transport options) and whether 
people can easily get information about where they could go and what they can do.  There 
is an interplay between some individual and contextual factors.  For example how well 
spaces are maintained and whether there is antisocial behaviour impacts individual 
confidence and how safe people feel using the spaces.  Having good quality green and 
blue spaces within easy reach of where a person lives or works can help to make 
engaging with nature possible for someone who has lots of pressure on time.  
 
Individual factors in more detail 
 
Skills and confidence 
Survey analysis for the theme of skills and 
confidence in green spaces bought out commonly 
used words including safety, motivation, and the 
presence of children. Safety plays a crucial role in 
how comfortable individuals feel using green 
spaces, responses including issues of behaviour, 
litter which impact confidence levels. Women also 
highlighted a lack of lighting which made them feel 
unsafe in winter months in particular. Motivation was 
another key word which was followed by phrases 

Figure:  Word cloud generated from responses to the question “what do you like about these spaces?” 
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related to physical and mental health, relaxation and community. Another key word was 
children, with many parents wanting to get their children out in green and blue spaces. 
They are seeking out spaces that are safe, accessible, and suitable for play and learning. 
 
Interests and Goals  
Survey analysis for the theme of interests and 
goals in green spaces explores the various activities 
and aspirations that draw individuals to outdoor 
environments. Key interests often include walking, 
which is a widely accessible and popular way to enjoy 
nature, and observing birds, reflecting a desire to 
connect with local wildlife. A general appreciation 
for nature often underpins these interests, motivating 
people to seek out peaceful, scenic areas. More 
active pursuits like kayaking and paddle sports 
highlight goals related to adventure, fitness, or skill 
development. The presence of a dog can also shape 
how and why people use green spaces, as dog 
walking combines exercise, companionship, and 
routine.  
 
Previous experience  
Survey analysis under the theme of previous 
experience focuses on participants’ past interactions 
with activities.  Watersports such 
as paddling, canoeing, and kayaking, and 
experiences by the water (river and coast) were often 
referenced as having helped shape people’s current 
confidence and interest in green and blue 
spaces. Social experiences like picnics, barbecues, 
drinks/coffee and camping were mentioned as 
formative, and people also reflected on experiences 
which had pushed them outside their usual 
experiences (“staggering”, “learnt”, “imagined”).   
 
 
 
Time 
Survey analysis for the theme of time highlighted how 
competing demands, such as work 
and family responsibilities, influence access and 
engagement. Many respondents reported that 
busy work schedules limit their ability to visit green and 
blue spaces regularly, even if they have strong interest 
or motivation. Family commitments can both restrict 
use and encourage use depending on whether children 
are doing activities which take place outdoors.  
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Contextual factors in more detail 

 
Availability and quality of green spaces 
The presence and accessibility of public green and 
blue spaces influence individuals' ability to engage 
with nature. Many respondents emphasised the 
importance of having nearby public green and blue 
spaces that are open, safe, and easy to 
reach.  Access is often shaped by physical distance, 
transportation options (see below), and inclusive 
design.  Poor quality paths and lack of amenities 
(benches, toilets) were a factor in engagement levels 
across the board, but pose a particular barrier for 
younger children, older people and disabled people.   
When green spaces are readily available and 
welcoming (e.g. clean/not littered, no antisocial 
behaviour), people are more likely to use them for 
recreation, relaxation, and social activities.  
 
Travel Options 
Survey analysis for the theme of transport highlights 
the significant role that travel methods, particularly the 
use of a car, play in accessing green spaces. Many 
respondents indicated that having access to a car was 
essential for reaching certain parks or nature areas, 
especially those located outside urban centers or 
lacking public transportation links. For individuals 
without a car, green space use was often limited by 
distance and convenience, pointing to inequalities in 
access. Given levels of car ownership are lower than 
average in the most deprived areas of the catchment 
where access to nature could deliver particular benefit 
this is key to consider in design of future schemes.   
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Information on green and blue spaces 
Survey analysis for the theme of information reveals 
that knowing where green and blue spaces are, what 
they offer, and how to navigate them plays a crucial role 
in encouraging use. Respondents often noted a lack of 
clear practical information about visiting available 
green and blue spaces, including entry points and trail 
or path layouts.  There was also appetite for more 
information about wildlife and features of the natural 
landscape for visitors. When people have easy access 
to maps, signage, and online resources, they feel more 
confident exploring and using these areas. Conversely, 
limited or unclear information can deter visits, 
especially for those unfamiliar with the space.  
Comments spoke to the need for initiatives to consider 
different routes to disseminate information rather than 
simply to produce it.  
 
Community engagement with nature recovery initiatives 
 
92% of respondents reported having taken part in at least one of the nature recovery 
activities listed in our survey.  Activities which can be done in or around the home were 
most common – i.e. litterpicking and recycling, growing food and tackling food waste, 
planting trees, wildflowers or seeds.  Education-related activities were next most popular 
– citizen science, raising awareness and learning about nature.  Only 8% of respondents 
had been involved in projects focussing on landscape and natural habitat recovery and 
6% in projects looking after parks and gardens.   
 

 
 
Around two thirds of respondents made suggestions for how more people in the 
Wansbeck catchment could be supported to engage with nature recovery.  Most 
suggestions focussed on how people could be mobilised by creating more opportunities 
– particularly options in the local areas and those which have a flexible/taster/open day 
format.  Linking up with existing community groups, schools, and other public services 
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and projects in areas such as housing, health and care, employment and criminal justice 
was seen as important in connecting diverse groups of people to opportunities catchment 
wide.  Advertising and information were also cited as key – again using existing 
communication channels used by local people, including social media.  
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5. Co-creation workshop 
 
In early March we held a stakeholder workshop with around 25 participants representing 
organisations who work on environmental issues and/or with communities in the 
Wansbeck catchment.   
 
At the start of the workshop we shared emerging findings and themes from the first four 
elements of the research.  We asked participants to feedback about what resonated with 
their experiences, anything that was unexpected and any areas they would like to see 
explored further.  We also invited thoughts on how the information could support the work 
of local partners. 
 
One participant commented, “it backs up what I thought, it’s great to have research to 
support”, and most of the feedback in the room echoed that reaction.  It was felt that 
having an evidence base to show how socioeconomic and environmental outcomes are 
interconnected would be valuable to underpin conversations with a broader range of 
stakeholders and to unlock different types of partnerships and funding.  Participants 
commented that the statistics relating to potential public health savings and the lasting 
impact of childhood engagement with nature into later life were striking and felt strongly 
that the local authority and NHS bodies should be part of a catchment wide approach.  
What happens on one stretch of the river impacts another, and participants reflected on 
the opportunity to help communities understand how their concerns and the 
improvements they want to see are linked and solutions can be joined up. 
 
Idea generation 
 
Participants were asked to generate ideas in response to five challenge statements 
emerging from the research.  This was a ‘world café’ style exercise where participants 
could choose how much time to spend working on each challenge, and whether to rotate 
between statements.  A facilitator remained at each table throughout to ensure all ideas 
were collected.  Over lunchtime participants had an opportunity to review all ideas and 
vote which they wanted to develop further over the rest of the day. 
 
  



 
 

37 
 
 

Challenge statement 1:  

How might we … make it easier for people to get to green and blue spaces? 
 
Ideas generated in response to this challenge statement related to: 
• Mapping green and blue spaces and existing rights of way and transport options to 

identify where there are already routes that could be better promoted and where 
there are gaps in connectivity. 

• Improving connections between different routes and types of transport provision 
and providing user-centred information that shows how they link.  Participants noted 
this will require improved collaboration between transport providers, including with 
community transport organisations, and a flexible response to seasonal demand. 

• Working with communities to understand where people want to go to and from, and 
what different user groups need in order for spaces to be accessible – designing 
solutions with people not for people. 

• Taking a more strategic and holistic approach to raising awareness and providing 
information about green and blue spaces – covering reasons to go, how to get there 
and what to expect in the space. 
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Challenge statement 2:  

How might we … improve green and blue spaces so people want to spend time 
there? 
Participants responding to this challenge reflected on the need to understand and 
balance different people’s perceptions of danger and what makes green and blue spaces 
safe or attractive to visit.  Not all spaces will appeal to everyone, so the aim should be to 
have a range of spaces and activities within an area that together offer something for 
people of all ages, backgrounds and needs.  There are also opportunities to learn from 
international models of balancing community and environment – for example light 
solutions developed in Scandinavia. 
 
Participants also discussed the tension between encouraging young people to spend 
time in nature while complaining about ‘teenagers hanging around the park’ or ‘kids wild 
camping’ when there are no local campsites.  They suggested that more intergenerational 
working could overcome these tensions and empower all sections of the community to 
improve spaces together.  There was a strong sense that protecting the environment 
should be everyone’s responsibility – from individuals recycling and not littering, to 
holding companies to account for environmental damage.  
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Challenge statement 3:  

How might we … get children and young people engaging with nature 
confidently and responsibly?  
Recognising that schools, public services and children and young people’s organisations 
all have very limited time and resources, many of the ideas generated in response to this 
challenge considered how nature could be integrated into existing activities, for example: 

• Integrating learning outdoors into lessons (forest school model) 
• Utilising the full school site – for example having a school allotment or sensory 

gardens or trails, highlighting environmental features of the school building to 
pupils as a case study, using noticeboards to share information and/or pledges 

• Ensuring exposure to green skills and jobs through careers information and work 
experience, and offering relevant qualifications 

 
Participants highlighted the importance of having support in place for teachers and other 
adults delivering nature-based activities and also involving young people in planning and 
delivery.  Building partnerships and sharing of ideas and resources across was identified 
as key – working with businesses, local authorities and others to access expertise and 
opportunities for young people. 
 
Other themes in the ideas generated were around ensuring that children and young 
people who are not in education and/or have additional needs are included, offering 
‘taster’ activities to help people get started, and avoiding unnecessary regulatory or other 
barriers to schools and youth providers being able to offer opportunities. 
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Challenge statement 4:  

How might we … help more adults, from all backgrounds and communities, 
build motivation, skills and confidence to engage with nature responsibly? 
 
Responding to this challenge statement, participants highlighted how varied the barriers 
and motivations can be for different demographics to engage with nature and identified 
this as a key area for further research, considering the full range of population 
characteristics – age, gender, culture, ethnicity, socio-economic background etc.  This 
would inform more inclusive design of spaces and support for people to connect to 
nature. 
 
A range of specific 
opportunities to encourage 
adults to engage with 
nature were also 
highlighted – through 
employer health and 
wellbeing schemes, public 
signage and information, 
colleges and providers of 
adult education, reaching 
parents through schools 
(linking to challenge 
statement 3 above), 
through social and 
community groups, and 
volunteering opportunities.  
Hyper-local activities such 
as litter-picks, seed-
bombing or guerilla 
gardening, creating mini 
nature reserves and citizen 
science were identified as 
having potential to build 
initial engagement.  
Activities could also be 
cross-cultural and inter-
generational to support 
social cohesion. 
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Challenge statement 5 

How might we build connections and collaboration between communities, 
public and voluntary sector, businesses, landowners and environmental 
organisations? 
 
Responses to this challenge statement considered ways to build on existing networks and 
initiatives, particularly to engage and build trust with farmers and landowners.  
Strengthening connections between farmers and landowners who are already interested 
in supporting access with schools and families who want to visit was identified as one 
opportunity – e.g. through an interactive map, or virtual as well as physical visits.  
 
All types of businesses 
were also identified as 
having a number of 
potential roles in 
promoting 
environmental 
sustainability and 
connection to nature – 
as an employer, sharing 
skills, through 
procurement, by 
partnering with local 
schools and voluntary 
groups and/or by 
funding initiatives.  
Public sector 
organisations also have 
many of these roles and 
would like support to 
engage with local 
organisations and 
groups.  Bringing 
organisations and 
individuals from across 
sectors together to 
develop project 
proposals and bid for 
funding could give focus 
and momentum to 
partnership working. 
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Workshop part 2 – solution development 
 
In the afternoon session participants worked in teams to develop the four ideas selected 
from the morning.  For each of the ideas participants developed a solutions template, 
setting out the problem addressed, what solution is proposed and why, where and when 
it could happen, how it could happen and who would be involved.   
 
Towards the end of the day each team presented their solution back to the room.  
Participants noted that the solutions were complementary and all focussed on better 
joining up partners across the catchment across sectors and projects and funding that can 
deliver multiple types of outcomes at once. 
 
Solution 1: Wansbeck Development Corporation 
 
The first solution proposed was a mechanism to bring together people and funding for 
nature recovery in Wansbeck – working title, the “Wansbeck Development Corporation”.  
The National Landscape model was referenced as an example of providing the kind of 
place-based strategic organisation and planning needed. 
 
The Wansbeck Development Corporation would be a consortium of diverse private, 
public and third sector partners across catchment.  It would build on existing partnerships 
already in place for example the Wansbeck Catchment Partnership (which has an 
environmental focus) and established networks of community-focussed organisations 
such as CAN, NCVA, and Thriving Together.  It would also bring new partners into this 
space (e.g. businesses and employers, private sector investors, health and education).  
The North East Combined Authority (NECA) and Northumberland County Council (NCC), 
would play a crucial role in providing strategic direction and support to ensure people and 
resources align effectively to drive long-term impact, without directly running the 
initiative. 
 
This solution would bridge the gap between socioeconomic and environmental initiatives: 
providing a forum for partners to share knowledge and skills, engage the wider 
community and shape collective priorities for the Wansbeck catchment.  It would provide 
a vehicle for partners to develop and deliver collaborative projects that work towards 
economic, social and environmental outcomes in an integrated way.   
 
Some of these initiatives would be ‘quick wins’ which partners could take forward 
relatively quickly.  For example, the team proposed a pilot where the National Trust 
Wallington team could offer support for regeneration activities downstream at Wansbeck 
Riverside Country Park – joining up different ends of the catchment to benefit both nature 
and community.  This type of place-based focus for early activity would be helpful in 
building momentum and creating buy in to the benefits of the model. 
 
Other projects would require additional investment.  A role for the Wansbeck 
Development Corporation could be to leverage funding from different public and private 
sector sources, building a single pot available to fund initiatives which align to catchment-
wide priorities and deliver multiple co-benefits. 
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Another benefit of a consortium of this type would be the opportunity to build a sense of 
identity around the river, encompassing both environmental features and the industrial 
heritage in the east of the catchment to foster local pride and engagement from different 
groups.  It was suggested that a logo and visual representations/maps of the catchment 
which incorporate both these aspects could be valuable tools to communicate the 
potential for regeneration and socioeconomic and environmental impact. 
 
 
 
 
  

Solutions template – the Wansbeck Development Corporation 
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Solution 2: The Wansbeck Catchment Connector 
 
The Wansbeck Catchment Connector will support individuals and small community 
groups to develop and lead initiatives that connect people to nature by: 
 

• Providing a first point of contact for anyone with an idea for a project that will 
engage people with nature and nature recovery in the Wansbeck catchment. 

• Being a listening ear and an independent, trusted voice to advocate for the 
perspectives of people and communities on environment and nature recovery – 
helping inform local planning and decision-making. 

• Providing advice and signposting to help individuals and small community groups 
and businesses develop project proposals and access support and funding for 
activities that combine environmental and socioeconomic outcomes. 

• Gather insight from communities about areas where improvements are needed – 
building on the heatmap and ideas developed through this research. 

• Work with communities, businesses and other stakeholders to encourage creative 
thinking and development of innovative solutions to local challenges. 

• Facilitate better joint working across the catchment - bridging gaps between 
individuals and small community groups and businesses and larger public, private 
and third sector organisations to share ideas, add resources behind grassroots 
initiatives and spread good practice. 

• Develop a toolkit of ideas and resources, building on existing research and practice 
from other organisations within and beyond the Wansbeck catchment. 

 
To be effective, the Wansbeck 
Catchment Connector role should 
be funded for a minimum of three 
years, as shorter-term funding 
would not provide sufficient 
stability or impact.  Dedicated 
funding would enable the role 
holder to maintain a degree of 
autonomy and independence, 
while being embedded in an 
established organisation to avoid 
isolation and benefit from existing 
infrastructure.  Northumberland 
County Council's climate change 
team and Thriving Together 
Northumberland were suggested 
as possible locations for the 
Wansbeck Catchment Connector 
post. 
 
  

Workshop poster – the Wansbeck Catchment coordinator 
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Solution 3: Building a cross-catchment identity and information 
 
A team came together to shape a solution which would tackle lack of information about 
opportunities for people to connect to nature across the Wansbeck catchment: helping 
build individuals’ motivation and confidence to engage. 
 
The solution would engage a wide variety of partners from local wildlife groups and 
community organisations to universities, NHS, local authorities and government agencies, 
environmental/heritage/tourism organisations and landowners to contribute information 
about opportunities for people to connect with nature.  Information would be collated at 
a central point (e.g. the Wansbeck Development Corporation or community connector 
role described above) to inform the development of an interactive website or app.  This 
would enable people to get information about places they could visit within the 
catchment, what they would see, how to get there, activities they could try and things to 
be aware of to use the spaces responsibly.  The website or app would also include 
information about small groups and organisations that people could join and nature 
recovery/citizen science initiatives like water or species monitoring that they could get 
involved with.   
 
A ‘Wansbeck’ brand would be created that could be used across all information, alongside 
partner logos to build a sense of connection and shared identity for the catchment,  It was 
suggested that routes and trails could be developed that build on features of the 
Wansbeck catchment.  Ideas included: nature hotspots and where to spot the ‘Wansbeck 
big 10’ species of wildlife; sites of archaeological or historical significance (e.g. Mitford 
Castle, Newminster Abbey and Wallington); linking into the areas’ industrial heritage by 
creating a cycle route along the Wannie railway, and highlighting points along the river 
for specific activities (e.g. paddleboarding, rowing, wild swimming, fishing).  Mapping all 
existing Public Rights of Way along and around the Wansbeck could also help people 
plan walks which take them to different parts of the catchment. 
 
Information would be disseminated through physical interpretation panels and signage, 
through social media and via schools, public services (e.g. libraries, GP practices and social 
prescribers), local media, businesses and community groups.  Funding to develop this 
solution could be sought from a range of sources, including private sector and economic 
development agencies.  
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Solution 4: Bringing nature into the school day 
 
The fourth solution developed aimed to provide regular opportunities for children and 
young people to connect with nature as part of the school day (e.g. an average % of time).  
Opportunities could range from teaching curriculum lessons outdoors across various 
subjects and holding before- or after-school activities outdoors, to school trips offsite.   
 
This would be a progressive approach, helping children feel comfortable in different blue 
and green spaces and building skills and confidence which enable positive engagement 
with nature as well as contributing to wider life outcomes – particularly health and 
wellbeing.  Activities would be inclusive, with adaptations for different abilities.  This aligns 
with the principles of forest schools, where children develop problem-solving skills, learn 
to navigate conflict, and build resilience.  Additionally, the initiative could introduce career 
pathways linked to the natural environment, inspiring children from an early age to 
consider professions such as farming, ecology, and other green careers. 
 

Workshop poster – building a Wansbeck identity 
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Again this approach would be underpinned by collaboration between sectors and across 
all sections of the Wansbeck catchment.  For example, working with public estates and 
community partners in the upper part of the catchment would strengthen opportunities 
for children and young people living in the lower section.  Strengthening inter-
generational connections with local businesses and community groups could further 
embed outdoor learning, for example, by encouraging students to adopt and improve 
local green spaces on their way to school, gradually expanding their environmental 
stewardship.  There are some excellent examples of work that is already happening in 
schools to connect children and young people to nature, including in the Wansbeck 
catchment.  These initiatives should be actively showcased to increase visibility of what is 
possible (and other solutions developed in the workshop could provide routes for this). 
 
This solution would require training for teachers to help them understand the benefits of 
the approach, and ways they can integrate nature into their everyday practice.  Initially 
there would also be an investment of teacher time in planning of content and activities, 
though there are already resources available to draw on.  Availability of content that is 
‘pick up and go’ and can be adapted for different classes would increase over time as 
more schools adopt the approach.  Schools would also need to be equipped with 
resources such as waterproofs and wellies, to ensure accessibility for all students.  There 
would be an education piece with parents when incorporating nature into the school day, 
including that muddy clothes are a positive sign of experiential learning! 
 

 
 
 

Workshop poster – bringing nature into the school day 
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Learning and ideas for replicating the approach 
 
What worked 
 

• The mixed methods approach was effective in enabling stakeholders of all ages 
and different backgrounds to participate 

• Good coordination across research workstreams and regular reviews of progress 
within the team were key to smooth delivery and enabled us to adapt and respond 
to stakeholder feedback throughout 

• In the desktop review, splitting the literature between academic and grey literature 
meant we could use the academic to ground it in existing theory and the grey to 
understand the policy insights and current practice in the region 

• Pop up research stalls were a good way to speak to people who would not 
otherwise have engaged in the research, and the variety of locations meant we 
reached different demographics at each 

• The school visit was a great opportunity to engage children and young people and 
the approach of designing a suite of fun activities and materials which could be 
combined differently and adapted to each age group was effective in getting the 
best from each class.   

• Stakeholder conversations were a great way to identify other organisations to 
contact and inputs to the desktop review.  Running these throughout the research 
meant that we were able to incorporate suggestions into other strands. 

• Working with and through established local partners was a great way to get insight 
and boost engagement with the online survey.  Community Action 
Northumberland promoted the survey in their newsletter which led to a significant 
bump in responses.  Northumberland Rivers Trust led engagement with 
landowners and farmers on this project and the relationships and trust they had 
already built up was key to gathering feedback at a sensitive time.  The Thriving 
Together Community Connectors helped us make links with VCSE organisations in 
the catchment, including attending one of their popular networking events. 

• Being able to extend the survey period through to March was helpful as it gave 
more time for onward sharing of the link by people who had completed it and 
stakeholders involved in other elements of the research. 

• The co-creation workshop in Morpeth was a very successful way to test research 
findings, build momentum and develop practical solutions with stakeholders.  
Feedback from participants was highly positive. 

 
Potential adaptations for future 
 

• The short timeframe for the research limited what we could achieve.  In particular 
with more time we would have liked to engage with schools in different parts of 
the catchment, and to have run more pop ups at different times in the same 
location, and potentially in a few other locations to increase variety in the sample. 

• Carrying out research on green and blue spaces in winter and early spring limited 
the options we had for public engagement and the number of responses received.  
Later spring, summer and early autumn would offer more opportunities to ‘pop up’ 
at outdoor events and activities, and we anticipate the sticker stories posters would 
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also have had more response as there would be more people out walking in 
different locations, and they would be more willing to stop. 

• Ideally initial engagement with key partners in the catchment would start further 
in advance of the research period.  This would ensure that the purpose of the work 
and how it fit with other initiatives in the catchment was clear from the outset and 
would also give these partners a longer lead time to be able to feed in and promote 
the research through their comms channels and networks. 

• January to March is a busy quarter for many organisations, and year end for local 
authorities and NHS trusts.  This meant it was more challenging to secure 
attendance at the workshop in early March, particularly from the local council.  
Again, a longer timeframe which included later spring and early summer, or more 
of the autumn term would be helpful to create more opportunities for 
engagement. 

• For the research pop up stalls, having activities on visual display boards worked 
well to attract attention.  For future stalls we would print a large size poster 
explaining the background to the exercise rather than just using flyers, as this 
would enable people to see from afar that we were not fundraising or selling 
anything, and that might have increased willingness to engage. 

• If possible, it would be good to integrate this type of community engagement into 
a longer term project and/or existing forum for local partners, so that there was a 
clear route for the findings, in particular the solutions developed in the workshop, 
to be taken forward.  
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Conclusions and next steps 

There is robust and growing evidence to show that environmental, economic and social 
outcomes are interconnected.  Access to good-quality green and blue spaces helps to 
build healthier, more cohesive and resilient communities and contributes to job creation 
and economic growth by attracting more visitors, businesses and residents.   This breaks 
down barriers to opportunity and improves life chances for individuals and reduces 
pressures and costs for public services.  Meanwhile efforts to protect and restore the 
natural environment and address climate change will only succeed if they are understood 
and supported by local people.   
 
Our research in the Wansbeck catchment demonstrated that most people value having 
access to outdoor spaces and would like more opportunities to understand, enjoy and 
protect the natural environment around them.  In practice, levels of engagement with 
nature vary and are determined by both individual and contextual factors.  The likelihood 
of an individual spending time in nature depends on their interests, goals, past 
experiences and personal networks.  This shapes their level of motivation and their skills 
and confidence to engage, as well as how they prioritise the time they have available.   
 
Contextual factors affecting engagement with nature relate to access: local availability of 
green and blue spaces, travel options, affordability – of travel, equipment and activities, 
and whether there is information about opportunities and support to try things out.  
Infrastructure and the quality of green and blue spaces is also a factor – many people in 
our research reported enjoying managed spaces where there are good paths, benches, 
toilets and other amenities, and this is particularly important for families, older and 
disabled people.  Areas where there is littering, pollution and anti-social behaviour are 
less attractive, while good scenery and wildlife were draws to visit sites, as was their 
heritage. 
 
Realising the full spectrum of benefits resulting from engagement between people and 
nature requires cross-sector collaboration, including with landowners who have a crucial 
role in enabling access, but for whom community engagement also comes with specific 
risks and challenges.  A place-based approach where local partners can come together, 
build relationships and trust, pool knowledge, skills and resources, agree shared priorities 
and leverage funding was identified as a key enabler.  We hope this report will provide 
local organisations with the evidence they need to make the case for investment of time 
and resources in building cross-sector collaboration – e.g. through the catchment 
connector role and/or consortium solutions outlined in the previous section. 
 
There may also be an opportunity for further analysis of raw data from the online survey 
relating to specific sites and building on the heat map and sticker stories tools created 
through our research to create an interactive map of specific local improvements and 
potential projects which individuals and smaller community groups can add to and 
mobilise around, working with larger local partners – and potentially combining these 
community perspectives with environmental opportunities identified through the 
Wansbeck Nature Restoration Plan and work on the North of Tyne Local Nature Recovery 
Strategy.  This could also help investors, donors and funders to identify potential areas 
where their support could deliver most impact in terms of co-benefits. 
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Alongside this report NICRE has developed a module on our Innovation Portal to make 
the evidence for connecting people with nature and case studies of what this can look 
like in practice available to a wider audience.  This live resource will be updated as 
partners consider the initial research findings and opportunities to action ideas locally, 
regionally and nationally.  Visit https://nicre.co.uk/innovation-portal/ 
 
  
  

https://nicre.co.uk/innovation-portal/
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