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 Northumberland National Park Authority 

 Delivering a ‘Welcoming Park’ (Provision of visitor information and interpretation 
following the closure of Rothbury and Ingram National Park Centres) 

 

1. Introduction 

 This report outlines a series of options for the Authority to consider, in light of the decision to 
divest resources from the National Park Centres at Ingram and Rothbury, from March 2013 
onwards. Efforts were made during 2011/12 to secure partnerships with a third party to 
operate the Centres, on behalf of the Authority, but sadly these were unsuccessful. 

 The impact of the closures will be significant, both to our existing visitors, residents, local 
businesses, strategic partners and also to our non-visitors, who may be more cautious about 
visiting the National Park in future, if these services are not available to them. 

 The Equality Impact Assessment of the Authority’s Budget Proposal, written in January 2011, 
highlighted the possible negative impacts of the closures particularly on the old, the disabled, 
women, and our developing audiences. 

 To partially mitigate the impact of these closures, we need to identify the most important 
aspects of the visitor welcome provided by the two centres, and explore how we can retain 
those features and functions that people value most, and consider opportunities for 
alternative means of delivery to help secure the Authority’s commitment to providing ‘A 
Welcoming Park’.  

2.  What roles and services did both centres provide? 
 

2.1  Ingram  

2.1.1  Throughout the summer, Ingram welcomed visitors to the Breamish Valley, and in extreme 
weather conditions, provided a safe refuge in the valley.  

2.1.2 Highly qualified and knowledgeable staff provided a personal and bespoke service to our 
customers, welcoming visitors from predominantly semi-urban and urban south east 
Northumberland, who enjoy the lower reaches of the valley, as well as hill walkers, keen to 
explore the foothills of the Cheviots . As the only venue in the Breamish valley that was 
accessible to all, it helped those with specific requirements to plan their trip safely, with 
greater degree of confidence. It was also the only facility within a 3 mile radius that had 
toilets (including disabled) and a baby-changing provision on site.  

2.1.3 As a National Park Centre for more than 40 years, the staff were trusted both by local 
landowners and the Ingram community. Staff understood and communicated important 
messages to visitors in regards to local farming activity e.g. closure of footpaths, lambing 
seaso and taking care with barbecues. 

2.1.4 In 2005, the Breamish Valley Archaeology Exhibition was opened to the public, and quickly 
became popular with visitors. It displayed artefacts that were found from hill fort excavations 
within the Beamish Valley, adding extra relevance and meaning to area.  
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2.1.5 Ingram managed the Authority’s leased camping field adjacent to the building. This site was 
used predominantly by DofE and other youth groups (target audiences for the Authority). The 
campers accessed fresh water and toilet facilities in the building out-of-hours. 11 groups 
used the camping field in 2011. 

2.1.6 In recent years, the Cheviot Futures Project funded new interpretation and information 
displays on the impact of climate change to our upland environments, including the Breamish 
Valley. A weather station and web-cam were installed to monitor local river levels. The centre 
played an important role in engaging visitors about the impact of climate change and our 
attempts to mitigate and adapt to its consequences. 

2.1.7 The Centre generated income to the Authority from the sales of guides and other 
merchandise, which partly offset the running costs of the free services being provided. 

2.2 Rothbury 

2.2.1 The National Park Centre in Rothbury served as a Tourist Information Centre (TIC) and had 
a unique role in welcoming, orientating and informing visitors who were keen to explore the 
whole of the National Park.  Highly qualified staff provided a personal and bespoke service to 
our existing customers, many of whom came to rely on their local knowledge and expertise.  

2.2.2 As a Tourist Information Centre and ‘Gateway’ to the National Park for more than 40 years, it 
personified the Northumberland  National Park  experience, clarifying the brand values of  
the National Park as a destination, widening and deepening the visitors understanding and 
enjoyment of this protected landscape.  

2.2.3 Rothbury was the only Tourist Information Centre serving the central area of the National 
Park, which could welcome and accommodate visitors with special needs, with trained staff 
on hand, able to meet their particular requirements. When engaging our less confident 
countryside users (e.g. MOSAIC Community Champions, families, young people, etc), we 
recommended that they use our National Park Centres as a first ‘port-of-call’, to receive the 
advice and information necessary for them to explore the National Park with greater 
confidence. 

2.2.4 Staff at Rothbury were trusted by the host community and local tourism businesses that 
relied on the TIC to welcome, orientate and inform visitors of the local tourism offer. The TIC 
generated income into the local economy through its promotion of local accommodation 
providers, local retails outlets, local services and events (a point of sale for tickets to many 
local events e.g. the Rothbury Traditional Music Festival).  

 Staff on site were known and trusted by farmers and landowners and were there to inform 
visitors of changes regarding the Public Rights of Way network, or whether to take additional 
care during lambing time, or providing them with additional safety advice when accessing the 
Otterburn Ranges for example. 

2.2.5 The Centre generated income to the Authority from the sales of guides and other 
merchandise, which partly offset the running costs of the free services being provided. 

2.3 Conclusion 

 Both centres and the Information Assistants employed by the Authority provided a truly 
exemplary and exceptional service that often exceeded the needs of visitors and non-visitors, 
residents and local businesses. Both centres were award-winning, committed to continuous 
improvement, which had the cumulative effect of raising the reputation of the service and that 
of the Authority with our strategic partners, our stakeholders, and more importantly, our 
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visitors. Both centres became the benchmark for other Authorities and organisations to 
emulate. 

2.4 Legacy 

 Both centres provided a wide range of valued services to a broad and diverse audience. If 
we had to pick out those qualities that were most valued by our stakeholders, they would be: 

 Their ability to provide a personal, professional and bespoke welcome to our customers 
(face-to-face) 

 Their intimate knowledge and trusted relationship with the host communities and local 
businesses 

 Their embodiment of the National Park brand 

 Their role in promoting  safety and giving encouragement to those who required greater 
confidence to go and explore the more remote areas of our uplands  

 Being a source of inspiration in regards to the natural beauty and cultural heritage of the area 

 Providing a welcome to all 

3. Mitigation Measures 
 

3.1 The short and medium term impact of the visitor centre closures will be severe, both in terms 
of the Authority’s ability to welcome people to the National Park, as well as its reputation with 
local communities and businesses, with whom a special relationship with our centres has 
evolved over the years. The measures being proposed will not replace the service being lost, 
but will partially mitigate the impact of the closures in the short (2013/14) and medium-term. 
In the long-term, other measures and actions to increase capacity and knowledge within the 
organisation, the volunteer service and with our partners and businesses hosting information 
points will need to be resourced  if we are to deliver a truly “Welcoming Park” in the future. 

3.2 National Park Centre Closure Communication Plan 

 NPA staff, partners, local businesses and communities will need to feel that the Authority is 
not ‘abandoning the north’ of the National Park, that it has a plan in place to deal with the 
impact of the closures. An essential element of the communication process is providing a 
clear understanding of the cost savings being made and what resources will be released to 
partly mitigate the impact of the closures. Stakeholders will need to understand that the 
Authority had little or no other option than to close the centres, and that it is committed to 
supporting visitor welcome initiatives with its partners. Clear distinction will need to be made 
between the need to reduce ongoing running costs, and the availability of one-off funding for 
information, interpretation and signage provision. 

3.3 Maintaining a National Park welcome in the Breamish Valley  

 We need to investigate and resource the following options: 

1. Support the Ingram community in providing a welcome to visitors in the valley (hosting 
events, provision of visitor information, temporary displays, etc) 

2. Invest in better interpretation and facilities at other locations within the Breamish Valley i.e. 
Ingram Bridge and Bulby’s Wood 

3. Install new road signage to improve welcome and orientation on the approach to and along 
the Breamish Valley 

4. Improve welcome to the Breamish Valley beyond the valley 
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3.3.1 Ingram Village Hall provides an excellent venue where some future partnership arrangement 
between the Authority and the Village Hall Committee could be explored to: 

 Host more public events 

 Host temporary exhibitions, linked to the special qualities of the National Park, possibly 
utilising some of the existing display material (Archaeology & Climate Change) in the Village 
Hall 

 Host some out-of-hours visitor information  

 Host weather station and webcams (if appropriate) 

 St Michael’s and All Angels Church in Ingram is another venue that may have potential to 
accommodate some visitor information.  

3.3.2 At Ingram Bridge Car Park, we will need to investigate and resource the following: 

 Install a ‘Head of Valley’ map on-site to orientate visitors to the Breamish Valley, up to 
Linhope Spout 

 Ensure road and site signage is effective and appropriate 

 Update the sound-box with relevant visitor information 

 Have volunteers trained and equipped to welcome visitors to the Breamish valley (see 3.8) 

3.3.3 At Bulby’s Wood, we will need to investigate and resource the following: 

 Rebuild the toilet block, to a high standard (electricity and wifi provision), with some means of 
enclosed shelter that can be used by volunteers and visitors 

 Provide additional visitor information on site, including the upgrade on interpretation of the hill 
forts heritage panels 

 Update the sound-box with relevant visitor information 

 Ensure road and site signage is effective and appropriate 

 Have volunteers trained and equipped to welcome visitors to the Breamish valley (see 3.8) 

3.3.4 Road Signage: From the A697 up to Hartside, we need to invest in new and replacement 
road signage to welcome and orientate visitors to and through the valley. 

3.3.5  To raise awareness of the Breamish Valley further afield, we will need to investigate and 
resource the following actions: 

 Update and enhance visitor information at Hedgeley Services, Powburn 

 Explore additional locations in Powburn, Branton, etc that could host some visitor information 

3.4 Relocation of the Breamish Archaeology Exhibition 

 To ensure that the exhibition provides a ‘public benefit’ for the next few years (in accordance 
with the conditions of the HLF grant offer), we will need to investigate and resource the 
following actions: 

 Liaise with the Duke of Northumberland Estate on the long term care/return of the 
archaeological artefacts held at both Ingram and Durham University Archives 

 Liaise with Mr Stephenson regarding the long term care/return of the archaeological artefacts 
currently on loan to the Authority 

 Investigate how to display part of the Breamish Archaeology exhibition (temporary basis) at a 
local venue 

 Investigate options to display part/all of the Breamish Archaeology exhibition at other venues 
in the county  
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 Investigate options to display part/all of the Breamish Archaeology exhibition at Alnwick 
Castle (long-term) 

3.5 Maintain a National Park welcome in the Cheviots 

 We will invest on improving the visitor welcome at: 

1. Wooler & Glendale 
2. Alwinton and the Upper Coquet Valley 
3. Elsdon and the Otterburn Ranges 

3.5.1 Wooler & Glendale: 

 Reinstall road signs between Wooler and Harthope Valley 

 Investigate options with the Glendale Gateway Trust to enhance (space permitting) the 
National Park displays within The Cheviot Centre 

 Investigate options with local retail outlets in Wooler to host visitor information e.g. Breeze 
Café, Gear for Girls, etc  

 Work with partners to improve welcome to the Cheviots at the restored Old Yeavering Palace 
(long term) 

 Review Information Points and enhance these where appropriate  

3.5.2 Alwinton and the Upper Coquet Valley: 

 Review Information Points and enhance where appropriate  

3.5.3 Elsdon & The Otterburn Ranges: 

 Install new visitor information and road signage at Carter Bar lay-by on the A68 

 Install better road signage in Elsdon 

 Review Information Points and enhance where appropriate  

3.6  Maintain National Park welcome within Rothbury  

 Working closely with local businesses and community, we will need to investigate and 
resource the following actions: 

 Provide  an enhanced out-of-hours information panel/display on the outside of Church House 

 Explore feasibility of holding some visitor information in the foyer of the building 

 Review and install new Information Points where appropriate    

3.7  Enhance the role of National Park Information Points 

 Following a SWOT analysis of the current distribution and management arrangements with 
the existing network of National Park Information Points, we have developed a costed action 
plan that will enhance some of our existing Information Points, and expand the service to 
new locations. 

An ‘enhanced’ Information Point may have the following characteristics: 
 

 Wi-Fi Access with computer terminal & printer 

 Better display space 

 Trained staff on hand to give advice 

 Better signage 

 Ability to sells maps, guides and other merchandise   
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3.8 Ambassadors: Volunteers  

 The most significant impact of the centre closures will be the loss of professional and 
knowledgeable staff on hand to welcome, orientate, inform and inspire visitors about the 
National Park. We do not have any spare staffing capacity to compensate this loss.  

 The Authority is recommended to build capacity and knowledge by recruiting and up-skilling 
existing and new volunteers to be part of a ‘National Park Welcome Team’. The volunteers 
would be trained to welcome, orientate, inform and inspire visitors about the National Park, 
not only to the Breamish Valley, but anywhere where they would be required, including 
shows, events and out-reach events in cities and county towns. They may be expected to 
man a mobile display unit that could be moved easily from one location to another.  

3.9 Ambassadors: Private Sector 

 Between 2009 and 2012, the Authority and the Northumberland Coast AONB jointly funded a 
tourism business ‘ambassador’ scheme called ‘Coast & Country – Your Passport to 
Northumberland’. It deepened the private sector’s understanding and appreciation of the 
special qualities of the protected landscapes, enabling the businesses to provide a more 
knowledgeable welcome to the area to their guests was very successful and well-attended 
and businesses. The Authority is therefore recommended to build on the lessons learnt from 
the scheme focussing on providing business ‘Ambassadors’ across the National Park, 
especially in the north of the Park, possibly in conjunction with like minded bodies. 

3.10 Enhance role of the National Park Centre, Once Brewed 

  In the short to medium term (until the development of The Sill), Once Brewed as the only 
Tourist Information Centre dedicated to the National Park, will require investment including: 

 Provide additional training if necessary to help Information Assistant be more familiar with 
sites in the north of the Park  

 Temporary displays, where appropriate, on events, conservation work and activities in the 
north of the National Park 

3.11 Overhaul all existing visitor information 

 Most, if not all of the current visitor information (printed material, websites, Information Point 
displays, maps, etc.) promote all three National Park Centres. In the short-term (Q4 of 
2012/13), all print and media will need to be redesigned and reprinted/re-published in time for 
the new season.  

 In addition, all our partners will have to adjust and reprint their visitor information/media to 
reflect the change in circumstances. 

3.12 Electronic sources of Information 

 Advances in IT, especially in the development of mobile phones and smart phones, requires 
the Authority to be vigilant and develop, if necessary, appropriate apps and mobile website 
content to welcome, orientate and inform visitors about the National Park. 

 Some of this is already being pioneered at a number of sites along Hadrian’s Wall and will be 
further examined in the emergent Activity Plan for The Sill. Recent approval for extending 
high-speed broadband into the more remote areas of the Park will accelerate the use of this 
technology even further. 
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3.13 Marketing the National Park experience 

 A realignment of the marketing of the National Park will take place to reflect the loss of the 2 
centres. Our loyal repeat visitors will need to feel that they are still welcome in the National 
Park, and that there are facilities and services on the ground to enhance their visit.  

 However, it will be more challenging to our ‘emerging audiences’, especially those who place 
a greater reliance on our centres to provide them with the welcome and the information they 
need to venture deeper into the hills. Once Brewed will continue to be promoted as the main 
facility and contact for developing audiences. 

4. Timescales 
4.1 The closure of the two centres has forced a radical review of how the Authority delivers a 

‘Welcoming Park’ especially in the north of the National Park.  This review is on-going and 
the implementation of mitigation measures will be over the short, medium and long term.  
Priority will need to be given to measures and actions which need to be in place prior to the 
start of the ‘traditional’ holiday season (from Good Friday, 29th March).  In the medium and 
long-term, other measures and actions to increase capacity and knowledge within the 
organisation, the volunteer service and our partners will need to be resourced if we are to 
deliver a truly “Welcoming Park” in the future. 

 

 

Authors: Duncan Wise/Ruth Dickinson/Alison Blair 
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APPENDIX 1 
1:  Provision of Visitor Services within the National Park, provided by the Authority 

1.1  Three National Park Centres: Once Brewed (networked Tourist Information Centre); 
Rothbury (networked Tourist Information Centre) and  Ingram. 

1. 2  National Park Information Points: located at: Cafe Maelmin in Milfield, Barrowburn – Tea 
Room, Harbottle – The Star Inn, Elsdon – Old School House Tea Room, Rochester- Camien 
Cafe, Falstone – Old School Tea Room, Simonburn – Tea Room, Humshaugh – Village 
Shop and Gilsland – House of Meg Tea Room and Information Panels in a number of the 
chalets at the Calvert Trust. 

1.3 Printed Visitor Information: A wide range of printed visitor information, from the most 
popular Visitor Guide (30,000) to individual leaflets promoting self-guided walking routes to 
local monuments.   

1.4 Electronic Visitor Information: National Park Website, principally a corporate website for 
the Authority, with information for visitors and local residents. 

1.4.1 Social Media: The Authority has both dedicated facebook pages, a twitter account, YouTube 
and Flickr accounts, to disseminate information on events and activities in the National Park. 

1.5  Car Parks: The Authority is responsible for the upkeep of 30 car parks in the National Park, 
Seven of the car parks are ‘pay & display’, generating revenue to the Authority.  

1.6 Toilets Provision: The Authority provide visitor toilets at Walltown, Cawfields, National Park 
Centre - Once Brewed, Alwinton Car Park, National Park Centre – Ingram and Bulby’s Wood 
– Breamish Valley. Partnership arrangements with other organisations or local businesses 
exist at Housesteads Car Park, Falstone Tea Rooms and Kirknewton Village Hall. 

1.7 Visitor Refreshments: At Walltown, the refreshment facility is owned by the Authority and 
leased out to tenants.  

1.8 Marketing and PR: Limited resources are allocated to advertising. Building relationships 
with the media to generate stories that will raise awareness of the National Park is more 
effective. 

1.9 Boundary Cairns & Road Signage: 35 Boundary Cairns, mostly located on the boundary of 
the National Park, with many sited in National Park villages. Road signs guide and orientate 
visitors to and around the National Park.  

1.10 Rangers/Staff/Voluntary Rangers:  High profile representatives of National Park with a 
multidisciplinary role including welcoming, informing and educating visitors to the National 
Park. Other staff engage and provide services to visitors, but is not their primary role.  

1.11 On-site Interpretation: On-site interpretation exists at key locations and attractions in and 
around the National Park. 

1.12 Accommodation: The Authority owns  the Camping Field at Ingram no we don’t – we own 
the building, but lease the field, which is used by DofE and youth groups (campers use the 
toilet facilities within the National Park Centre, Ingram out-of-hours). 

1.13  Partnerships:  provision of limited National Park visitor information, graphics and displays 
installed at the Cheviot Centre, Wooler and at the Bellingham Heritage Centre. Joint 
interpretation with the Defence Estates on the Otterburn Ranges, with the Tweed Valley 
Forum regarding Cheviot Futures, etc. 


