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Item 9. VILLAGE ENHANCEMENTS PROJECT UPDATE 

 

1.  Purpose of the Report 
 
1.1  This report updates members on the Village Enhancement Project following a 

request from members at the June Annual meeting.   

2.  Recommendations 

2.1  The Authority is recommended to: 

a) note progress made in consulting communities with regard to village 

enhancements;  

b) provide guidance to officers on the Authority’s position regarding 

provision of public toilets in settlements 

c) Authorise the provision of a cash limited one-off budget. 

 

3.  Implications 

 
Financial 

3.1 The members of the Authority will be asked to consider any significant capital 
investments in visitor facilities and the financial implications (one-off and ongoing 
including maintenance, insurance and staff time) will be made explicit at that point. 

3.2 The Authority’s medium-term budget plan did not cut recreational facilities: instead 
an outcome of making these services self-financing was set. That is a stretching 
target in the current economic climate, however other National Parks are making 
progress in this field and members will be appraised of any policy / significant 
changes required to ensure a balanced budget for the operation of recreational sites 
as part of setting the next medium-term budget plan. 

3.3 In the short-term, the Authority could create a cash-limited one-off budget to enable 
progress to be made. The details described in paragraph 8.3 of the report are 
currently affordable within the budget plan on a one-off basis only. 

Equality 

3.4 All of the draft settlement plans are being tested against the Authority’s equality 
policies and objectives.  Representatives from the equality forum have been 
consulted on specific aspects with the overall aim of the project being to enable more 
people from more diverse audiences to visit the Park.   

4. Background  
 
4.1  The Village Enhancement Project is the delivery mechanism for a target in the 

Authority’s Business Plan 2010 -2013 under the section A Welcoming Park. 1.1 In 

contributing to an exceptional National Park experience we will target  

investment to ensure the settlements of Elsdon, Falstone, Alwinton and the 

Breamish Valley contain the essential visitor facilities of cafe, toilet, car 

parking, signage, interpretation and circular walking and cycling routes; 
 

4.2  The purpose of this project is to improve visitor awareness of the National Park and 
the welcome they receive respectively in Falstone, Elsdon, Alwinton and Ingram. The 
initiative emerged from a survey of non-visitors to the Park which was carried out in 
2009 in the market towns of Morpeth, Hexham and in Newcastle.  Respondents said 
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that they did not visit the Park partly because they did not know where they could 
expect to find the basic amenities of a car park, toilets, refreshments and 
information.  The provision of information included potential improvements to the 
National Park website to include more information about some of our key 
settlements. 
 

4.3  The project was then developed further by including ideas raised by local businesses 
and communities in and around the park and from our own staff and volunteers and 
from the results of visitor surveys. This identified the potential benefits to the 
economic viability of settlements to be gained from encouraging visitors to use local 
services. From this consultation the four settlements of Falstone, Elsdon, Alwinton 
and Ingram (including the wider Breamish valley) were identified as key sites for 
investment.  There was clearly a desire by many to make better use of the facilities 
and services already in place in each settlement, and at the same time identify any 
gaps in provision, looking then to invest appropriately in order to present a more 
coherent visitor welcome. Most importantly, it was agreed that these improvements 
must adhere to the community’s own aspirations and those of local businesses, 
addressing their own concerns regarding tourism activity in and around the villages. 
 

4.4  We also know from our own primary-research and that of others that it is  important 
to get the basics right i.e. clear and appropriate road signage, easy to access car 
parking, accessible toilets nearby, availability of refreshments, clear and useful 
information, etc – as well as ensuring of course that the intrinsic qualities of the area 
are conserved and enhanced.  
 

4.5  Members discussed requests for ongoing support of public toilets in June and asked 
to return to this and review within the context of progress of the Village Enhancement 
Project. 
 

5. Project plan 

5.1 The agreed approach for the project was to consult widely with local communities, 
our National Park Volunteers, staff, members and visitors in order to identify gaps in 
provision or improvements that could be made in each settlement.  This information 
would be used to inform the development of individual plans for each settlement.  A 
draft plan would then be circulated to each Parish Council for comment. Further work 
to cost any agreed actions would result in a series of options that could be 
implemented subject to resources. 

 
5.2 The whole project was designed to be delivered through the Authority’s stated 

approach of working with and through communities and businesses. This demanded 
a local team approach with officers from the operations teams working closely with 
specialists such as the visitor development officer.  The four settlements were 
geographically split between the then, Northern and Southern Operations teams and 
prioritised as Falstone and Elsdon first followed by Alwinton and Ingram.  

 
5.3 Once the Draft plans had been agreed by the local communities they would be 

passed to the operations teams for delivery of the practical actions.  At this point 
additional information about the settlement would be uploaded to the National Park 
website.  
 

6. Progress to date 
 
6.1  Consultation began in earnest with the communities in 2010 and was carried out by 

local rangers, community enterprise officers and the Authority’s visitor development 
officer and sustainable tourism officer.  Not surprisingly each community identified 
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different needs and priorities and the individual businesses and communities 
capacity to work with us and speed of response also differed.  This part of the project 
has taken longer than expected largely due to the speed of response from the 
communities. 
 

6.2  However, the reduction in the National Park Authority’s staff and financial resources 
in 2011 has also impacted on the project, in particular the ability to manage 
infrastructure improvements such as signage and the review of boundary cairns.   

 
6.3  A draft plan has been produced for three of the settlements at Falstone, Elsdon and 

Ingram.  These plans are currently being used for further consultation, e.g. at Elsdon 
the community agreed that the draft plan should become a chapter in their Parish 
Plan and we are currently awaiting comments from Ingram Parish Council on the 
draft plan for Ingram and the Breamish valley.  It was agreed to delay consultation 
work on the Alwinton plan until local planning issues had been resolved.  This work 
can be accelerated at any point subject to guidance from members. 
 

6.4  Where it has been possible to identify and agree with communities improvements    
that can be resourced immediately, work has progressed, e.g. improvements to the 
riverside path at Falstone and replacement of interpretive signs in Elsdon.  Further 
work is planned on improvements to signage and the creation of new access 
opportunities, e.g. to the Mote Hills (medieval motte and bailey) in Elsdon. 

 
7. Issues and opportunities 

7.1  The project has also identified a number of issues and opportunities that will require 
a greater set of resources or negotiations with land owners, businesses and other 
partner organisations. The perennial issue of who provides public toilet facilities has 
been raised in Falstone and Elsdon and is also relevant to Alwinton, Ingram and a 
number of other settlements in and around the Park such as Stonehaugh and 
Kirknewton. The most likely outcome is that there will be a different solution for each 
settlement with the Authority aiming to find the most cost effective and sustainable 
means to secure these important facilities.  

7.2  Northumberland County Council is also looking at this issue and has a new initiative 
entitled ‘Your Welcome’ relating to public toilets across the County. Some toilets will 
be demolished. In other areas the “your welcome” schemes will be introduced. We 
are awaiting more information about the detail of this scheme which is also likely to 
include public toilet provision in our neighbouring market towns and villages such as 
Bellingham and Otterburn. 

7.3  In Falstone the provision of public toilets and car parking at the Falstone Tea Rooms, 
which is owned by the Authority is currently limited to opening hours only.  The 
current tenancy agreement which runs out in 2015 does not allow the Authority to 
impose additional hours on the tenant.  The other key issue at Falstone is signage 
and there are ongoing discussions with the Kielder Water and Forest Development 
Trust with regard to signage from Bellingham to Falstone and Kielder. 

7.4  In Elsdon public toilets are currently provided at the Village Hall, for many years this 
facility was subsidised by the National Park Authority.  This arrangement was 
brought to an end by the Authority as part of a previous budget reduction exercise. 
Most recently the Authority grant aided improvements to the village Hall on the 
understanding that the toilet facilities would continue to be open for visitors.  
However the Village Hall Committee has asked that the Authority reconsiders its 
position with regard to subsidising this facility on an ongoing basis. 
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7.5  In Alwinton the Authority currently provides public toilets, the costs being met from 
income from parking charges levied at the adjacent National Park car park.  The 
introduction of car park charges has raised issues with displacement onto the village 
green, which was upgraded for car parking with a grant from the Authority some 
years ago. There is no charge for parking on the green and this has led to 
congestion when visitors and local people have parked here to avoid the charge in 
our car park. 

7.6  In the Breamish valley the Authority currently provides public toilet facilities at Bulby’s 
Wood and at our Visitor Centre in Ingram during the summer season.  The Visitor 
Centre is likely to close this year and the Bulby’s Wood toilets require significant 
improvement if they are to be retained. Signage will need to be addressed together 
with alternative means of providing visitor information. 

7.7  In addition to the complexities of producing the plans and agreeing the actions with 
communities, the Authority’s own resources have been reduced since the 
development of the Village Enhancement Project.  In particular the operations team's 
capacity to facilitate implementation of the actions has been greatly reduced.  This 
has meant that progress with some elements of the project has been delayed, e.g. 
improvements to interpretation and signage.  For this reason and because of the 
slower than expected responses from the communities no specific targets have been 
included in the current Corporate Plan.  

8. Next steps 

8.1  It is important that any actions we take as a result of this project are agreed with the 
local communities and businesses and so we have to respond to their timescales.  
We will therefore continue to consult with the Parish Councils, Village Hall 
committees and businesses and with the County Council over their Your Welcome 
Initiative.   

8.2  In recognition of the capacity and resources available within the communities and the 
Authority it is expected that we will continue to concentrate this year on agreeing the 
draft plans, developing proposals for future actions and by beginning to improve the 
information about these settlements on our website.  However where there are 
actions that can be accommodated within current budgets and work plans they will 
be implemented, e.g. potential improvements to the footpath from the car park in 
Elsdon. 

8.3  In addition, where short term solutions are required to retain key services such as 
public toilets, the Authority could allocate up to £3,000 per annum across the Park to 
be matched against other partner contributions. The basic cost of maintaining 
existing toilets in settlements such as Elsdon are in the order of £2,400 per annum. 
Where there is a short term budget issue for communities, the Authority may wish to 
share this cost with the County Council and/or Village Hall Committee.  Any National 
Park Authority contribution from this cash-limited budget would need to be matched 
in this way by other partners such as the County Council, Parish Councils or Village 
Hall Committees. 

9. Conclusion 

9.1  The Village Enhancement project emerged from consultation with communities 
inside and outside the Park and from visitors across the Park.  The objective being to 
improve the services we jointly provide for visitors to those communities.  Our 
measured response, by initially targeting four settlements has proven to be wise as 
each has its own specific issues and options.  These all require further consultation 
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and the resources required for this and for the implementation of any agreed actions 
can be substantial.   

9.2  The resources available to the Authority are much reduced and so our ambition has 
had to be tempered due to circumstances. 

9.3  One common issue is that of public toilet provision and it would be helpful to receive 
members’ views on this difficult issue.  The provision of some short term cash-limited 
funding for these or other services would be helpful to bridge the gap until longer 
term solutions are found. 

9.4  We are however continuing to work through the process and wherever we can agree 
and resource actions from existing budgets and with current staff resources are 
doing so. 

Contact Officer: 
For further information contact Andrew Miller, Head of Partnerships and Programmes 
on 01434 611525 or e-mail: andrew.miller@nnpa.org.uk or 
Duncan Wise, Visitor Development Officer, on 01434 611521 or e-mail: 
duncan.wise@nnpa.org.uk   
 

Background papers  
None 
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