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About Early Findings
Welcome to this paper, one in the second series of Early Findings
papers. Here we draw on the experiences of 13 projects that
are engaging urban communities in green spaces on their
doorstep. It is based on the findings from projects about their
work in urban communities; it includes their experiences of what
has worked and what has not worked for them, as identified
through the Access to Nature self evaluation process. This is
distilled into a number of key learning points about engaging
urban communities in their local natural environment.
These papers are being produced across the lifetime of Access to
Nature and demonstrate what is being learnt about encouraging
people who have little or no experience of the natural
environment to go out into the outdoors. This includes messages
to inform the continuing work of Access to Nature projects and
the work of other organisations interested in or committed to this
kind of work. More Findings Papers will be produced as Access to
Nature progresses and as we build on our learning to date.

The Current Context
The current political agenda parallels the goals of many of the
Access to Nature projects. The vision for a Big Society focuses
on a belief that people should be empowered to improve their
communities and shape the services they receive. The three core
strands of the current Localism agenda – promoting social action
in communities; empowering communities; and opening up public
services – all reflect the kinds of ambitions of many of the funded
projects. Within Natural England, the commitments to reconnect
people with nature; protect natural assets; and maximise the
opportunities offered by a greener economy are all priorities that
underpin and complement Access to Nature.
A recent report commissioned by Natural England highlighted
the significant inequality in access to the natural environment1.
While a half of the people surveyed said they visit a green space at
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least once a week, 9% had not visited at all in the last 12 months.
Levels of participation were lowest for population groups that tend
to be concentrated in urban areas – namely BME communities
and members of the lowest (DE) social economic groups. Other
research has revealed that people living in deprived urban areas
underuse the spaces that are most convenient to them because
they are of poor quality and feel unsafe.2 Because of this,
significant local green space resources remain unexploited.
The 13 projects that have informed this paper all set out to
address these trends. Working in urban communities across
England, the projects have found ways to connect people
of all generations and cultures with their local urban natural
environment. Although their activities are many and varied, they
offer some consistent messages about how to overcome barriers
and build awareness and appreciation of local green spaces within
urban communities. They also reveal the many positive things that
can happen when children and adults have a sense that their local
green spaces are ‘free to explore’.

About the projects:
where, what and why?
s and 60s we naturally used
“When we were children in the 50
got that nobody goes in them
the woods but over the decades it’s
fidence to do that again –
anymore. To get people to have con
- is fantastic.”
young mums, children and families
Fryston Woods Access and Improvement Project

Through Access to Nature, urban communities from as far afield
as Plymouth, Bristol, Hastings, Coventry, Newcastle, Wakefield,
Bury and Hull have been encouraged to engage in their local
green spaces. Although geographically varied, most of these
communities experience some common barriers associated with
accessing local green spaces which include:
• Negative perceptions and safety fears associated with visiting
local sites
• Poor accessibility to some sites
• Lack of confidence and knowledge amongst locally / community
based organisations and residents about how to use the
outdoors for fun, recreation and education
In their efforts to address these barriers, the 13 projects that
have informed this paper have worked closely with a range of
local service providers including schools, faith forums, grassroots
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community groups and children’s centres They have introduced a
range of activities that have changed the way people think about their
natural environment. At the same time many projects have helped
to improve the accessibility and appearance of urban sites. Some
examples of their activities are highlighted below:
Engagement of residents in the creation of nature areas,
community gardens and wildlife corridors
For example: Wild Places, led by Octopus Community Network has
involved residents of the London Borough of Islington in the design,
building and maintenance of four new wildlife habitats in the grounds
of four well used local community centres.
Excursions to urban parks, forests, city farms and local rivers
For example: Wild about St Werburghs, led by St Werburghs City
Farm targets people from inner city areas of Bristol who have a
lack of garden space or green school grounds. They make full use
of local sites such as the City Farm and Narroways Nature Reserve
to deliver hands-on learning and environmental play activities.
Events and courses that provide an introduction to wildlife whilst
also teaching observational and practical skills
For example: The Sowe Valley Project, led by Warwickshire Wildlife
Trust has engaged children and adults in practical nature conservation
activities across sixteen sites around Coventry.
Access improvements to sites through community engagement
Stepping Stones led by Plymouth City Council addressed the physical
barriers to accessing sites in the city by working with the communities
to install paths, information boards and bridges.
Green gym activities that introduce residents to the health
benefits of outdoors
Bury Accessible Natural Greenspace Project led by Bury
Council used Green Gym sessions to engage the local
community in the maintenance of woodlands whilst
also providing opportunities for health and wellbeing
improvements.
Play related sessions that demonstrate the recreational
value of the outdoors
For example: Urban explorers, led by Groundwork West
Midlands started pre-school and after-school clubs to
introduce children and early-years workers to the many
ways that they can use their natural environment for play
and learning.
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Critical success factors
Recent research from Natural England reveals that the more
frequently people visit the natural environment, the more likely
they are to appreciate it and be concerned about its maintenance
and care3. It is not surprising then that Access to Nature projects
working in urban communities have focused their efforts firstly on
creating a varied range of opportunities for people to experience
outdoor spaces in different ways and secondly on offering repeat
(rather than one-off) experiences. Their efforts have highlighted
that in order to engage people, and convince them to keep
coming back, it is necessary to work in new ways. Outlined
below are some of the critical success factors that the Access to
Nature projects have identified.
Reaching adults through their children

st successful. Often the
mo
e
th
en
be
ve
ha
ts
en
“Our family ev
al woodland because they
loc
r
ei
th
to
en
be
r
ve
ne
r
parents have
there is anything there fo
ink
th
t
n’
do
ey
th
n;
ca
ey
her.
don’t know th
p themselves for bad weat
ui
eq
to
w
ho
ow
kn
t
n’
do
to
them or they
s will bring their children
nt
re
pa
at
th
d
un
fo
e
’v
However we
in
fault get involved and ga
de
by
d
an
es
iti
tiv
ac
in
”
participate
come back independently.
to
g
nin
ar
le
d
an
e
nc
ide
nf
interest, co
Stepping Stones to Nature

By delivering school and children’s centre workshops prior to
neighbourhood community events, it has been possible to raise
awareness and increase local involvement in community events.
Parents and grandparents are curious to see what their children
have been doing and are more prepared to come along to family
events as a result.
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Working through existing groups and organisations

w community group to carry
“Instead of creating a whole ne
of their local park, I decided
out the care and maintenance
luence an already existing
it would be easier to try and inf
space.”
group to adopt their local green
Urban Explorers

Projects have collaborated with a range of groups and organisations,
from tenants and residents associations to children’s centres, schools
and council departments. Benefits have included:
• Direct and easier access to residents (people are more likely to
attend an activity if there are familiar people involved)
• Partners benefitting from being able to provide a wider range of
experiences to their clients / customers that help them to achieve
their own organisational objectives. (For example, Children’s Centre
staff are coming on board, as they can see how outdoor activities are
having a positive impact on children’s language development)
• ‘Piggy backing’ onto other events in the community
• Accessing additional resources, for example staff skills and time, to
support the projects’ aims
Promoting fun, informal and theme-based activities

most successful when they are
“Our walking groups have been
nce people are there we can
themed, such as a ‘bat walk’ …o
that get them thinking about
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nt and health.”
nature, care for the environme
Stepping Stones to Nature

Recognising that people can be reluctant to get involved in
activities because of competing demands on their lives, the projects
have tried to make their ‘offer’ as appealing as possible. This has
meant playing down any requirements for formal commitments
and offering new experiences that are friendly and welcoming.
Messages that they have been keen to convey include: ‘drop in
at any time’, ‘all ages welcome’, ‘free of charge’, ‘within walking
distance of your house’, ‘lots of activities in one event’.
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Building relationships with local people

ry schools to plant a pumpkin
“I helped every child in the prima
er, after I had done this, was
seed. What I found in the summ
te to a chorus of my name.
that I walked through the esta
They all knew who I was.”
Fryston Woods Access and Improvement Project
The projects have demonstrated how important it is to establish
a foundation of trust by building relationships with people
early on. Some have worked through other organisations, such
as schools, to build these relationships (see above). Others
have taken the time to meet people in a space that they feel
comfortable and have one to one conversations with them before
inviting them to visit somewhere new or unfamiliar. There has
been a recognition that the process of building and maintain
relationships takes a lot of time and requires particular skills.
Responding flexibly to local ideas and needs

ched for their ideas and
“The community has been approa
them to do what the ‘project’
input rather than trying to get
wanted them to achieve.”
Sowe Valley Project
Involving residents in the design of activities through community
consultations, has worked very well, particularly for engaging young
people. It has been equally important to respond to feedback and
adjust activities to accommodate the ideas that people have put
forward. Essentially, this has been about meeting people ‘where
they are at’ rather than imposing a particular approach on them.
Involving local people in simple, visible green space improvements

itive impact on the local
“The community garden has had a pos
help to improve the look
community. Not only does the garden
mitted gardening group
of the estate, but also there is a com
g the garden possible.”
who have enjoyed the work in makin
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Access to Nature in Sus

Practical volunteer days have involved residents in achievable
tasks that deliver visible improvements whilst also giving them the
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opportunity to use new tools and learn new techniques; wildlife
projects have brought children, young people and adults together
to create new spaces and encourage new wildlife. A clear
message from some projects has been that it can take time for
people to feel comfortable or motivated to volunteer to improve
the appearance of sites. It is important to build awareness of the
benefits of sites before trying to recruit volunteers. Some projects
have therefore sought additional funding or the involvement of
other partners to deliver access improvements, whilst ensuring
that they consult local people about the changes that they would
like to see.
Utilising a number of avenues for communication and publicity

“At first activities were promoted through the Wildlife
Trust website and events guide but we found that
people attending weren’t from the target area. Now
we promote upcoming activities at community events
and we’ve also held a promotional day in the major hub
of the target community – the local shopping centre.”
Creating a living landscape in Hull

In addition to using leaflets, posters, radio programmes, websites,
campaigns and social media to raise awareness of local green
spaces and activities, the projects have worked hard to build a
local reputation through word of mouth and direct contact with
local people and the organisations that work with them.

What’s changed?
There is evidence that shows that when people value their local
green space and feel safe in it, they use it more.4 The experience
of the Access to Nature projects working in urban communities
certainly reinforces this. The projects have shown that given the
right kind of opportunities, information and encouragement,
people living in urban areas can benefit from their local
woodlands, parks, rivers, meadows, gardens and ponds. As more
people use these green spaces for fun and recreation, and get
involved in their physical improvement and upkeep, concerns
about their safety, lack of access or poor quality gradually diminish.
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These projects have brought about numerous changes.
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A project example
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Like Stepping Stones into Nature, all the projects that have
informed this report have demonstrated the gains associated with
engaging urban communities in natural spaces. More information
about these projects can be found by following the links below:

Project Fact File
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Project Fact File

Name
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Free to explore Access to Nature: Early Findings Paper 11

Project Fact File
Name
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Website
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Project Fact File
Name
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Project Fact File
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Project Fact File
Name
Lead
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Website
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Project Fact File
Name
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Overview
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Urban Explo
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Project Fact
File
Name

Project Fact File
Name
Lead
Overview

Website

Wild About S
t Werburghs
Lead
St Werburgh
s City Farm,
Bristol
Overview
Project aims
: To encoura
ge inner city
children and
families in B
ristol to have
access to an
d understand
ing of the na
world. The p
tural
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ts children th
have limited
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Wild Places

Network, Islington
Octopus Community
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To bring together fo
h of Islington and
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members of the loca
unities.org.uk
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Project Fact File
Name

Wildways

Lead

South Gloucestershire Coun
cil

Overview

Website

To engage people from the
eastern fringe
of Bristol in new opportunit
ies to access,
enjoy and learn about natu
re. Activities
include a Community River
Festival, wildlife
gardening projects, guided
wildlife walks,
’Walk Fit’ and ‘Walk to He
alth’ programmes,
the development of a new or
ienteering trail,
establishment of five comm
unity orchards and
an orchard heritage resear
ch project.
www.southglos.gov.uk/wildw
ays
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About Access to Nature
Access to Nature is a scheme run by Natural England and funded by the
Big Lottery Fund. Natural England works on behalf of a consortium of
eleven other major environmental organisations and distributes £28.75
million Lottery funding under the scheme, which has been developed to
encourage more people to enjoy the outdoors, particularly those with
little or no previous contact with the natural environment.
Funded projects range from local community based schemes
through to national initiatives from large organisations. Diversity
in scale is mirrored by a diversity and richness of projects, from
equipment to allow people with disabilities to access the natural
environment; supporting disadvantaged groups and those who
ordinarily face barriers to visiting the countryside; as well as many
projects which are providing a range of volunteering and educational
opportunities for local communities and young people.
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Alternative formats
Our documents are available as pdf downloads from our website,
suitable for text reader technology. We may be able to provide other
formats (e.g. Braille, a minority language, or large print) for special
documents where there is a proven communication need.
Please Contact: Natural England Enquiry Service
Tel: 0845 6003078 (local rate)
Email: enquiries@naturalengland.org.uk
Address: Enquiries, Natural England, Block B, Government Buildings,
Whittington Road, Worcester WR5 2LQ
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