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Summary

This report sets out the findings of the Review of Access to the Environment. The review investigates the contribution to improving access to the environment for amenity and informal activity in Gateshead.  The review will make a list of recommendations to improve access to the environment across the borough, to achieve the vision for Gateshead set out in Vision 2030.
________________________________________________________________

Report structure

1. This interim report sets out the findings of the Sustainable Communities Place Overview and Scrutiny Committee in relation to the review of how we can improve access to the environment for amenity and informal activity in Gateshead.  The report documents the issues raised, the evidence to support these issues and the recommended actions for the future. 

2. The report includes details of:

· The aims of the review

· How the review was carried out

· Issues emerging from the review

· Recommendations

The aims of the review

3. The review considered the following key issues:

· The opportunities provided by the physical environment to support increased physical activity and healthy lifestyles

· The current infrastructure in Gateshead and its ability to support people to use the facilities that are available

· What improvements can be made to increase access to and use of the environment for amenity and physical activity

· The role of the council and partners in engagement of residents to access the environment through the improvement and promotion of the local countryside and the natural environment

Policy Context

4. Improving access to the physical environment will contribute to the delivery of Vision 2030 through four of the big ideas:  

· Active and Healthy Gateshead – by providing more opportunities for local people to make positive lifestyle choices to improve their health and lifestyle

· Sustainable Gateshead – by improving and protecting our local environment so that it meets local needs as a place to live and work

· Gateshead Volunteers – through positive encouragement of community and voluntary schemes to deliver local services

· City of Gateshead – by providing high quality and accessible open spaces for nature conservation and recreation across the whole of Gateshead

5. Research by Natural England supports the view that people who live closer to green spaces are more physically active and less likely to be overweight or obese, that wooded and green space can help in closing health gaps between rich and poor and that contact with nature is restorative and stress reducing.  

6. Local people highlighted the importance of these links during the recent consultation on Vision 2030 where residents fed back that they wanted to see a focus on promoting healthy lifestyles, green exercise and access to facilities.  The Council is working in partnership with the Director of Public Health on promoting the relationship between physical activity and healthy lifestyles as a key priority within the Choosing Health agenda.

How the review was carried out – Methodology

7. This report is the result of five evidence gathering sessions of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee between September 2009 and January 2010. The five sessions were divided into two presentations to Committee members on the 14th September and 14th December 2009 and visits within Gateshead on 21st and 22nd October 2009, and a visit to Kirklees and Wakefield Councils on 22 March 2010.  

8. During these sessions the Committee considered and analysed evidence and views from, and visits to:

· Officers of Gateshead Council

· Environment Agency
· Groundwork
· Windy Nook and Whitehills

· Beggars Wood 

· Watergate Park

· Crawcrook Park

· Tyne United Rowing Club

· Saltmeadows including Kittiwake Tower

· Bill Quay

· Crow Nest Park, Dewsbury

· Savile Town Green Gym, Dewsbury

· Anglers Country Park, Wintersett

9. A summary of the visit to Kirklees and Wakefield is attached as an appendix to this report.

10. The following paragraphs provide a breakdown and analysis of the issues that emerged from the evidence gathering sessions.

Issues emerging from the review – Analysis of Evidence

Current access to the environment in Gateshead

11. Gateshead currently benefits from the best provision of open space within Tyne and Wear.  Performance against a range of national and local standards for accessible open space across the borough is good however it is recognised that some open spaces are very small and that there are still a small number of areas where improvements are needed.

12. The Countryside Strategy, Open Spaces Strategy and forthcoming Green Infrastructure Strategy set out a broad framework for the natural environment within Gateshead.  Their potential for contributing to improving access to the environment should be taken into account in developing recommendations that will complement this ongoing work as part of the review.

13. Responsibility for managing open space within Gateshead is currently divided between Local Environmental Services, Development and Enterprise and Community Based Services.  Depending on the site, the level of involvement ranges from formal management e.g. parks, right through to minimum involvement aimed at developing natural areas and encouraging biodiversity.

14. The council currently faces a range of complexities and challenges in managing open spaces including the impact of anti-social behaviour, management of orphan and privately owned land, fly tipping and other unauthorised land use, unrealistic public perceptions of Council responsibility and resource and funding issues.  A number of examples of joint working between services within the council have demonstrated how some of these problems can be tackled more effectively by services working together corporately rather than dealing with different elements of an issue independently.

15. Local communities are engaged with the Council and have become involved in managing and maintaining open spaces in some areas.  Areas of good practice have been highlighted through the Neighbourhood Pride Projects that promote partnership working to deliver neighbourhood solutions, area based environmental projects (also used by local schools) and instil pride and confidence in neighbourhoods.

16. The Environment Agency provided a number of case studies on their work with local authorities to support access to the environment.  The examples illustrated how working in partnership with Gateshead on a number of projects across the borough had generated benefits for those local areas.  The Agency highlighted limitations on resources as key barrier to their work and that as a result, a partnership approach was becoming increasingly important.  Further opportunities for joint working with the council would be around the Green Infrastructure Strategy, the River Tyne Study and the potential for a cycle route along the river bank.

Green Exercise

17. Currently over 50% of the adult population in Gateshead do not take part in any sport or physical activity and 26% of the adult population in Gateshead are obese.  

18. The concept of ‘green exercise’ was introduced to the Committee as any informal physical activity that takes place outdoors, ranging from gardening, cycling and walking in urban green areas, to kite flying and conservation projects in the countryside.  Green exercise connects people to nature in their local areas and is one of the most cost effective ways of improving physical and mental health and wellbeing by removing 2 key barriers to participation – cost and accessibility.

19. Current delivery of green exercise covers a range of activities including cycling and health walks for adults and the Sport Action Van and Balance It programme for children and young people.  The programme of activities are heavily subsidised by the PCT and funding is also accessed from Sport England.

20. The Committee were advised that there are different types of ‘green gyms’:

· where gym equipment is located outdoors, as seen at Crawcrook Park and the Adizone schemes currently under development across the country

· BTCV (British Trust for Conservation Volunteers) Green Gym Scheme –enhancing fitness and health while taking action to improve the outdoor environment through a range of practical projects

21. The Committee were provided with information relating to the BTCV Green Gym concept which:

· Improves social well being and psychological health

· Reduces isolation

· Increases voluntary and community group activity

· Increases physical activity

· Helps to reduce the unemployment rate and engage people to have a greater influence over decision making and the services they use

· Provides green space and environmental improvements for local communities

· Contributes to healthy living and well-being through environmental activities

22. The BTCV Green Gym scheme has been able to access PCT funding in other areas and works well in areas where there is support from the local council.  The Committee suggested a number of possible sites that could be considered for similar schemes within Gateshead and suggested exploring the potential for support from other agencies.

23. The Committee visited different types of outdoor green gym equipment both in Gateshead and during the visit to Kirklees Council.  In Kirklees the cost of the equipment was approximately £28,000 – 30,000 for a five-piece set and this related to the two different variations visited, however maintenance costs were lower in the newer equipment with fewer moving parts.  The differences in the equipment meant that they appealed to different types of users and Members were advised that both sets of equipment were very popular.  It was agreed that clear instructions for all equipment was essential to ensure it was used correctly and safely.  

24. The Committee was advised that in Kirklees a decision had been taken to ensure equipment was not located in isolation and that by installing it in areas such as formal parks or adjacent to play areas it was more likely to be used and looked after with less risk of vandalism.  It was suggested that it might be appropriate to develop some criteria on the location of green gym equipment to ensure a consistent approach. 

25. Green gyms will contribute towards behaviour change and to encourage activity in different ways.  Transport access to outdoor equipment green gyms may be an issue in some areas, their use will be seasonal and they may not be suitable for all people and cultures, and so these challenges will need to be addressed.  There are also resource issues to be considered around development and maintenance, however green gyms remain an innovative approach to exercise within the broader concept of green exercise.

26. The Committee heard evidence in relation to the existing and varied opportunities for accessing the River Tyne and the riverside area, through the Rowing Club, the various festivals and events programmed throughout the year and permanent features such as the Kittiwake Tower and cycle routes.  The Committee felt that the river holds great potential for increasing access to the environment and was keen to exploit this for physical activity and to make the most of the area as a valuable local asset.

27. The Committee discussed how allotments could make an important contribution to green exercise.  Issues around size, maintenance and allocations were discussed and the Committee was advised that allotments within Gateshead had recently been reviewed and a strategy developed for the management of allotments in the future.

Education and Community Engagement 

28. Local residents take an active interest in their own areas and appreciate having the opportunity to influence possible activities and so communities have an important role in improving access to the environment.  The Committee heard a number of examples where local communities are engaged with the Council, how this can help to increase use of open spaces and in some cases how communities have become involved in managing and maintaining open spaces.  This gives confidence that the Council is listening to the needs of its residents and working to try to improve accessibility.

29. The work of ‘friends of’ groups is recognised as making a key contribution in local areas although there are concerns over their long-term sustainability and the support they receive.  During the site visits to Kirklees and Wakefield the Committee heard how volunteers were involved in a range of local projects however there was recognition that a level of ongoing support was required to ensure that groups are sustainable. The Committee felt that local people are central to improvements and these groups should be provided with appropriate support so that current arrangements could remain or be further developed.

30. There is potential for a wide range of other volunteering opportunities in improving access to the environment that would benefit the individual as well as the wider community.  The Committee heard how the BTCV Green Gym scheme led to environmental improvements undertaken by volunteers engaged in physical activity, and how the potential for volunteer rangers was being considered at Windy Nook.   Increasing the number of people involved in similar ways would build capacity and promote more public responsibility for making improvements in local areas.

31. Examples of school involvement in local projects such as Neighbourhood Pride or the Riverside Park event demonstrated how this can help deliver environmental improvements while at the same time raising awareness and encouraging the use of open spaces by children and their families.  These schemes aim to instil positive behaviour in children and young people for the future and the Committee was advised that there is scope for greater involvement of local schools that should be encouraged.

32. The potential for conflicts between different user groups can act as a barrier to increasing access to the environment and solutions to this need to be explored further.  The visit to Beggars Wood demonstrated that it is possible for different users to make use of the same area but it was recognised that individual areas may required a tailored solution so a ‘one size fits all’ approach would not be appropriate.

33. Education around the appropriate use of different sites was identified as having an important role to play.  There are opportunities to progress this across the borough through improved use of signage and information.  In light of the hard evidence around activity levels and health within Gateshead, there is a clear need to increase understanding of how these issues are linked and the benefits of accessing the environment as a potential solution.

34. The site visit to Wakefield provided evidence around their programme to improve sites with the involvement and for the benefit of the local community.  The authority wanted to get local people outdoors to help tackle long term health problems associated with the area’s industrial and mining history.  The council had accessed £600,000 funding through their first Local Area Agreement to enable investment in a number of sites.  Involvement of a range of local people including visually impaired people and older people ensured that improvements helped to make sites more accessible, educated people about using open spaces in different ways e.g. for biodiversity, and created a sense of ownership.  By working with the local Primary Care Trust a range of activities were organised to encourage people to use the spaces available.

35. The committee considered existing frameworks for community involvement.  The scope for using Area Forums or the new neighbourhood management arrangements to resolve local issues was discussed as a means of ensuring that local Councillors are made aware of any issues.  This would enable them to get together to discuss ward and local issues and decide upon priorities to move matters forward.

Safety and security

36. Ensuring that open spaces are safe and secure for the public is a key factor in whether people will use them.  There is a need to make some sites more public friendly to encourage more users and the Committee saw examples in the site visits to Windy Nook and Watergate Park of the impact that a series of improvements could make to the appeal of a site.

37. Lack of maintenance may have an impact on whether residents can or want to access an area, however there are also areas with no ongoing maintenance where the intention is to promote the natural growth of the site and increase biodiversity.  It was highlighted that due to reductions in budgets for grounds maintenance generally, areas are prioritised for maintenance as management of these sites to the same extent as a park would not be possible.

38. A discussion around management plans for individual sites demonstrated a difference in how these were used in Wakefield compared with Gateshead.  There was a recognition that the detailed documents currently in use within Gateshead are often required as part of applications for funding, however these could be improved by making them more accessible and user friendly so that proposed improvement activity is clear, and with an ability to be easily refreshed as a living document to be updated as circumstances change over time.  It was also recognised that plans are currently focused on site management and that revising plans would provide an opportunity to look more widely at the potential for activities in the area and make clearer links to the health agenda.

39. There are pockets of anti social behaviour across the borough and it was acknowledged that a response tailored to the specific site would often be required.  The Committee discussed the possibility of using Council wardens on sites to deter anti social behaviour and exploring any potential for the involvement of volunteers.  It was suggested that as the use of open spaces increased, this would encourage a form of self-regulation with the local community taking greater pride in their local areas and assuming a level of responsibility and ownership.

40. The Committee discussed the Council’s role in taking enforcement activity to protect the environment and ensure it remains accessible.  In discussing the complexities and challenges in this area it was highlighted that the public perception of the Council’s responsibilities was a key issue.  While there is a range of enforcement measures that enable the council to deal with individual problems, the concern was that services acting in isolation may deal with a symptom rather than the underlying cause of a wider issue which could be more effectively resolved through a joined up approach.

Awareness raising

41. The site visits and evidence gathering sessions provided examples of a wide range of existing opportunities to access the environment within Gateshead.  Whether these opportunities are through organised programmes or making use of the borough’s natural assets, a key issue is whether residents are aware of what is available to them.  The approach to marketing opportunities to access and enjoy the natural environment needs some consideration, to determine whether more could be done to promote the opportunities on offer within Gateshead.

42. The Committee felt that there is a cultural barrier to physical activity among people in Gateshead which needs to be overcome.  By running organised activities that make the most of open spaces such as the introduction of health walks in areas such as Windy Nook, cycling sessions in Winlaton Mill or the work with children and young people through the Sport Action Van, this will help to generate interest and encourage greater participation.

Transport

43. The issue of transport and the need for sustainable travel options has been a recurring theme throughout the evidence gathering.  Some areas of the borough are more accessible by public transport than others and this can act as a significant barrier to accessing the environment.

44. The site visits covered areas with good links such as Windy Nook and Beggars Wood however other areas such as the Tyne Rowing Club and Bill Quay Farm illustrated the potential difficulties in access by public transport.  The Committee were particularly concerned about access for specific groups including children and young people, older people or those with limited walking ability with some facilities being ‘off the beaten track’. 

Resources and funding

45. The availability of resources was identified as a major barrier to increasing access to the environment.  Whilst the Council and its partners deliver a range of services that support residents to make use of the natural environment, the Committee acknowledged that pressure on budgets would make this increasingly difficult.  In order to maximise the impact of available resources, key priorities will need to be identified to ensure delivery of the outcomes within Vision 2030.  The Committee also felt that more could be achieved with the limited resources available by improving joint working between services and with the community.

46. A discussion took place with officers at Wakefield Council on the range of different opportunities to secure funding to help improve access to the environment e.g. landfill tax, planning obligations.  Wakefield officers explained how they had successfully accessed funding through the first Local Area Agreement and were currently awaiting the result of a bid under the Access to Nature programme.  Members were advised that Gateshead have also developed a joint bid with South Tyneside Council for approximately £500,000 under the Access to Nature programme.  The project focuses on the enhancement of key areas of natural greenspace.
47. The bid comprises two full time posts, plus an environmental improvements and community engagement budget.  The posts are a project implementation officer and an education officer.  If the bid is successful, the project will be delivered by Groundwork Trust South Tyneside and Newcastle, who will employ the two officers.  The outcome of this bid is expected in July 2010.

48. In light of the issues around resources the importance of community involvement in improving access to the environment is clear.  Whilst there are a range of funding opportunities available for different initiatives and user groups, it is a complex system with different criteria and timescales depending on the individual funding stream.  The Committee recognised the support currently available including the council’s External Funding Team and GVOC, but felt that more could be done to enable communities in this respect by raising awareness and providing support to access the funding opportunities available.

Recommendations

49. This report aims to summarise the key findings arising from the OSC’s review of access to the environment in Gateshead.  Draft recommendations were considered in an Interim Report to the Committee on 1 March 2010.  During the meeting Members also participated in an action-planning workshop to develop initial ideas for implementing the review.  The draft recommendations have been revised following that discussion and the site visits to Wakefield and Kirklees.  The findings fall under three broad themes set out below.

50. Some of these recommendations are short-term aims whilst most are long-term pieces of work recognising the complexity of some of the issues involved.  Specifically, the Committee recommends that the Council, with full involvement of the relevant partners, should:

Green Exercise

· Promote understanding of the concept of green exercise and its health benefits to raise awareness that green exercise is accessible to all.

· Work with partners to e.g. health to promote opportunities for Green Exercise across Gateshead targeting a wide range of potential users.

· Explore the potential for a network of green gyms accessible across the borough

· Build on existing events and programmes to develop a range of river-based activities to take full advantage of the River Tyne for amenity and physical activity
· Consider the role of allotments as opportunities for green exercise in implementing the recommendations arising from the recent review of allotment sites.
Education and Community Engagement

· Work with communities to raise awareness and improve understanding of how open space can be used in different ways to promote physical activity and healthy lifestyles.

· Identify particular areas where conflicts between different users of open spaces currently arise and develop a community led and owned approach through the new Neighbourhood Management arrangements to resolving the issues that can be applied across Gateshead.

· Develop a structured approach to community involvement in the management and maintenance of open spaces that promotes responsibility and ownership within neighbourhoods

· Explore the role of ‘Friends of’ groups within communities, their contribution to improving access to the environment and how they can be supported.

· Promote the benefits of volunteering to individuals and the wider community as both an opportunity for physical activity and a way of building capacity and responsibility for improving access to the environment

Addressing Barriers to Access

· Assess the opportunities to access the environment across Gateshead to ensure all areas are served adequately through availability of activities, with appropriate support to facilitate access.

· Review the use of management plans for individual sites to ensure a broader scope that considers how use of the site can contribute to wider priorities e.g. health and education.

· Review the marketing and promotion of opportunities to access the environment to raise awareness of activities and programmes and their potential benefits.

· Continue to work closely with local transport partners to ensure suitable transport links across Gateshead and to improve available options where transport is a significant barrier to accessing the environment.

· The review has highlighted a number of barriers to accessing the environment e.g. safety and security concerns, vandalism, lack of key facilities.  The council should develop a framework to ensure community ownership of issues limiting access to the environment and develop a joint approach where leadership is clear to sustainable solutions that tackle underlying causes rather than symptoms.

· Investigate opportunities for groups within the community to secure funding for initiatives that improve access to the environment that link directly to our existing ‘Get Building’ framework when appropriate, which Sport and Leisure lead on.

· Develop a coordinated approach to accessing funding across the council, partners and the local community to ensure we maximise all available funding to implement the review.

· Use the new posts to be established on the condition of a successful Access to Nature bid to support implementation of the recommendations of this review.

· Identify areas in which the Open Spaces Strategy and the forthcoming NewcastleGateshead Green Infrastructure Strategy and Tyne River Study can support the Committee’s recommendations on improving access to the environment.
51. It is recommended that the Sustainable Communities (Place) Overview and Scrutiny Committee agree that the Chairman of this Committee present this report to Cabinet as representing the Committee’s findings and recommendations of the review.

Contact: 
David Bunce, Director of Culture and Communities ext. 2350 

APPENDIX 1

Sustainable Communities Place OSC - Access to the Environment Review

Evidence Gathering – Site Visits Summary
Kirklees Council - Crow Nest Park and Savile Town 

Green Network

· Kirklees Council have adopted the Green Ambition that seeks to change the way we think about our environment and part of this is the Green Network - planned network of formal and informal green spaces which provide multifunctional use e.g.. walking, cycling, wildlife habitats and improvement on flood storage capacity.

· The aim of the networks is to connect people with places of work, recreation by way of shared use of walking and cycling routes, public rights of way and other paths providing a better use of open spaces whilst aiming to improve the health and well being of the community.
· The need to provide a strategic infrastructure was highlighted to ensure everyone is working to the same framework and goals.
· Assessing the areas for suitability of use has enabled Kirklees to balance their use as wildlife corridors with other uses.

· Allotments have been a popular way to access the environment but have suffered from antisocial behaviour.  Small improvements such has fencing has helped to address this by generating community interest and deterring antisocial behaviour.

· ‘Friends of’ groups have taken on responsibility in some areas but do require continued support of the council to remain sustainable.

· The design of areas plays a large part in how problems are tackled eg anti social behaviour. 

· The Community Orchard project has helped Kirklees in getting local people physically active, improve habitats, improve diets and help manage areas in a more cost effective way.  They have also actively engaged with schools which has helped educate parents as well as the children.

· Kirklees Council has an environment grant scheme of £50,000 that people can apply to for small amounts of funding which assists when initiating projects that have public benefit (criteria to be met).  Funding is also available through the budgets of Area Committees. 

Green Gyms

· Members looked at green gym equipment within Crow Nest Park and Savile Town.  Both sets of equipment are very well used but target different audiences and have a variety of equipment at each site.
· Each 5 piece gym costs approx £30,000 and there is a choice of combinations for equipment but the price can differ due to the type of apparatus , upkeep and design colours are a factor and reflective in price.

· Equipment is not standalone or in isolation and was located near to other facilities eg community centres, schools.
· There are three green gyms within the Dewsbury area and consultation is currently ongoing for the location of a fourth.  Currently looking into the possibility of creating in urban areas.
Wakefield – Anglers Country Park
· Officers are undertaking work around NI197.  LAA funding has enabled additional  local nature reserve sites and the upgrading of existing sites.

· Wakefield have 16 local nature reserves and all with management plans for a five year rolling programme to continually improve sites for conservation and public access.  Actions within the plans are regularly reviewed as many are dependent on funding /capital.
· Many sites have been reclamation sites for which central funding has been available to improve the quality of the sites.

· People have been reluctant to use some sites that are difficult to access and there was a lack of confidence to try and access.  Wakefield have tried to make their sites more accessible eg Walton Park – survey undertaken working with wheelchair and disabled groups identifying issues that staff may not be aware of.  

· To make the sites more attractive there is a need to educate that the sites are not wasteland.

· The Council have determined what species of plants can successfully be sustained on each particular site.  Deliberate planting makes use of different conditions eg appropriate tree, hedge-growth, wildflower etc.

· Currently rotate the cutting of some sites – cut one year / leave for two years to promote plant growth.

· The Council are currently working with Wakefield PCT who have an established programme to promote healthy activity eg cycling and health walks

· If local people are involved, the Council have found this gives a sense of ownership. Where there is an interest in sites the Council has tried to establish ‘friends groups’ and encouraged involvement and ownership e.g. leading guided walks.

· Linking the history of the site to its use is a method of increasing local interest and use.
· A Biodiversity group has been established and attempts to ensure that everyone appreciates other user needs.  Wakefield try to encourage routes around sites for pedestrians, dog walkers, horseriders and cyclists.  Friends of groups are encouraged to get together to discuss and try to deal with the management of sites to prevent problems.
· Currently have five rangers to encourage community involvement with the country side and urban parks but also work with local schools.  This has been problematic due to the isolation of some sites and health and safety concerns.
· Rangers are used to plan, advise and assist with sites and then ‘pull back’ to enable them to be more community led.  Where groups wish to apply for funding, applications can be onerous and officers help community groups to complete.
· Where sites have encountered problems eg quad bikers using sites – rather than divert the problem onto neighbouring land, sites are managed so that bikers can use the site but are unable to use at a great speed.

· Wakefield cycling group have disabled users and encourage use of sites.
· Sites have different target audiences – e.g. water sports with own specialist staff
· Where a site borders onto a neighbouring local authority officers recognise views from those communities should be involved during discussions for potential use.

· There are links between a number of local nature reserves by public rights of way but this is not well promoted.
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