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About this paper
Welcome to this paper, one in the second series of Early Findings
papers. Here we take a look at two Access to Nature projects
in some detail. Working in the natural environment with their
established target groups was new for both organisations,
and they have been able to reflect on their experiences through
the Access to Nature self evaluation process, including what has
worked and what has not worked for them.
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.
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Non-environmental organisations
and the natural environment
Access to Nature has an unusual focus in marrying access
to the natural environment with ‘hard to reach’ groups.
This suggests that projects would require two distinct skill
sets – firstly, in understanding the needs of and being able
to engage target groups; secondly, skills and knowledge
of the natural environment. However, the programme
attracted many projects from organisations traditionally
associated with the access aspect of this picture, and fewer
from those with direct experience of its target groups.
This paper looks at Access to Nature through the eyes of two of
those projects led by organisations not familiar with working in the
natural environment, and explores whether this has been a benefit
to their work, or if it has created unforeseen difficulties of any kind.
The organisations leading the projects have long track records
of working directly with Access to Nature target groups, but
little in the way of experience in the natural environment. Both
are in the second half of their project delivery and have been
able to reflect on what they have learnt about accessing the
great outdoors with their user groups. Together this learning
provides us with some insight into the degree to which nonenvironmental organisations can work successfully in the
natural environment, as well as the benefits these experienced
organisations can bring to the environmental sector. We
examine the experiences of these organisations directly as
each one has played a central role in delivering their project,
with help and support from environmental organisations.
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Project example 1:
Gateway to Nature
A housing association enables homeless
people to access and enjoy nature
Lead organisation: Framework Housing Association
Location: Nottingham and Nottinghamshire
Who the project works with: Adults who are
homeless or vulnerable to becoming homeless,
and face barriers to accessing nature.
What the project does: The principal aim of Gateway to Nature
(G2N) is to provide a pathway of opportunities to access nature,
which build the confidence, awareness and ability of people from
the target group to access nature as independently as they can.
There is a regular programme of activities
run with partners, such as:
• Supporting Windmill Allotment – with Groundwork
• A guided tour – with Friends of Colwick Woods
• Willow weaving, site development – with Ecoworks
• Conservation walks – with Sherwood Forest Trust
Why this project: Gateway to Nature builds on a pathway to
change approach that creates a pathway of opportunities (and
new access to existing opportunities) which starts in familiar
surroundings to build confidence and skills, and then leads
through a series of supported opportunities.
Homeless people face several problems in accessing nature,
including low self esteem and social exclusion. Low confidence
levels can prevent them from searching out information about
accessing opportunities, and their lack of transport compounds
their difficulties in taking up opportunities that do exist. Fewer
than a third of homeless people spend time with non homeless
people and almost 38% spend their entire day alone1. Isolation
of this kind is relevant because it erodes individual’s capability
(for example, employability, skills, knowledge, etc) as well as their
resilience or ability to cope with life’s adverse events, including
having the ability to overcome difficulties2.
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Some of what the project has achieved so far: People who
are homeless or vulnerable to becoming homeless are enjoying
taking part in activities in the natural environment: 68% enjoy the
natural environment, 27% the social interaction and company, and
25% enjoy the walking / exercise that the activity offers.

“I like nature. Before , my life

was scrambled ….”
Project User

More people from the target group are reporting that they
have increased confidence to access green spaces once they
have been on activities with G2N. Not only are they going
independently into green space, some have developed an
interest in it that has led to regular volunteering, while another has
enrolled on a horticultural course. Increased confidence has also
led to people joining other community groups and in one case to
secure a job.

“Before G2N I was a recluse. My confidence is
better because of G2N and I would go out more
now. G2N gives me breathing space.”
Projec
t User

About one third of clients say that learning something new about
nature is one of the things they particularly value.
What this shows is that the impact that the project is having on
individuals’ lives is marked.
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The challenges they have faced:
• The mental health issues of many clients, coupled with chaotic
lifestyles, have resulted in varied attendances, a common
feature of working with this client group.
• The staffing levels were set too low, particularly given the
hazards of lone working.
• Cuts in the host organisation and the wider health and social
care sector have resulted in a degree of re-organisation of the
project tasks with less reliance of partner input in places.
Where the natural environment expertise comes from: G2N
delivers its work on the ground through partners that bring natural
environment skills and knowledge to the project. The partners are
enthusiastic in their support of the project and have described it
as a “productive relationship” where “joint work is going well”3.
The added value of a non-environmental organisation:
• Good knowledge of the challenges and demands of working
with people who are homeless or at risk of homelessness – they
knew the kind of approach that would be required.
• Hosted within the Housing Association the project has existing
relationships with referral agencies.
• Staff have the kinds of attributes required for working with this
target group – they are positive, encouraging, tolerant and
gentle, and play a key role in creating a safe, reliable, consistent
and positive experience in the activities offered by the project.
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Project example 2:
Play on the Wildside
A toy library ventures into
the great outdoors
Lead organisation: Bulwell Community Toy Library
Location: Bulwell, Nottingham
Who the project works with: Children and families in Bulwell,
an urban area with high levels of multiple deprivation
What the project does:
• Four natural environmental play sessions per
week with both under 5s and over 5s
• Monthly family sessions
• Occasional trips to other areas of natural interest
• Producing themed activity packs as Toy Library resources
• Training volunteers in natural environmental play
• Making improvements to the local woods
Why this project: Having worked closely with children and
families in the area for over 30 years, the Toy Library has observed
how children do not go out into the area on their own and are
wary of all things natural and ‘dirty’. They could see the impact
of what has been described as ‘nature deficit disorder’ by
Richard Louv4. That is, the possible negative consequences to
individual health and the social fabric as children move indoors
and away from physical contact with the natural world, particularly
to indulge in unstructured and solitary experiences. Louv cites
research pointing to attention disorders, obesity, a dampening of
creativity, and depression as problems associated with a nature
deficient childhood.
Access to Nature provided the opportunity to fund work with the
Toy Library’s existing constituency, and across Bulwell, to use play
in the natural environment as a way of tackling nature deficit
disorder. This was the first time they had a primary focus on the
natural environment in their work.
As a starting point on this journey, Play on the Wildside is seeking
to re-connect children and their families with their local natural
environment, increasing their understanding and respect for
nature and its value as a play resource.
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Some of what the project has achieved so far:
Children are enjoying being out in the natural environment,
sometimes to the amazement of their parents:
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Children are trying new things – like cooking on a campfire,
climbing trees, building dens – and simply having the freedom
to explore the woods for the first time. They are bug hunting,
looking for tadpoles and frogs and really enjoying getting dirty!

“I can’t believe he’s doing that….normally he doesn’t like
getting dirty and he’s rolling in the mud on the floor.”
Parent

Children and their families are learning about the natural
environment and some are experiencing the natural environment
for the first time. Parents are becoming more tolerant of dirt and
more resilient to bad weather:

“I’ve learnt how to laugh at mud.”

Parent

Volunteers have been trained in leading play sessions in the
natural environment and are helping with and running sessions
with children.
The impact of these experiences can’t be under estimated.
These are children from an area that is one of the most health
deprived in England and where green spaces have traditionally
been under used5.
The challenges they have faced: The amount of time
needed to prepare for sessions, manage and support
the project was greatly underestimated and the project
has had to re-think its allocation of work as a result to
increase the use of volunteers and sessional staff.
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Where the natural environment expertise comes from:
The project recognises that while it has excellent play skills and
knowledge, at times there have been shortfalls in skills and
knowledge in woodcraft and the natural world. These gaps have
been overcome by proving training to staff and volunteers, and
by seeking support from City Council Park Rangers and the local
Wildlife Watch group.
The added value of a non-environmental organisation:
• Existing relationships with people from the target groups – the
project did not have a ‘cold start’.
• A long track record in the area – they are a well known and
trusted organisation.
• Well developed play skills and knowledge which form the basis
of their approach.
• Good contacts with relevant referral agencies, for example, the
City Council Inclusion Team.

The key learning
These are two examples of projects led by organisations without
a track record of working in the natural environment. Both have
established links with their target groups and relevant referral
agencies and with that comes their detailed understanding
of both engaging their audiences in the most appropriate
way and the kinds of approaches that work best with them.
These are key strengths that have enabled them to create
projects that have a meaningful and transformative impact
on people’s lives. It does not appear to be a disadvantage
that they are new to working in the outdoor environment. In
both cases they have been able to capitalise on their own skills
in understanding and building trust with their target groups,
and then access the relevant skills and knowledge of the
natural environment through a combination of training and
partnership working. They have travelled in new directions, and
in doing so shown that non environmental organisations offer
a new dimension to a programme like Access to Nature.
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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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