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Report 3: Quarterly Sill Update  

1. Purpose of Report 

To provide Members of the Authority with an update on The Sill project for the reporting 
period. 

2.      Recommendations 
 
  The Authority is recommended to note the contents of the report.  

3.      Implications 

a. Financial:  The impact of The Sill on the Authority’s finances is discussed in further 
detail in Report 2 

b. Equalities: None 

c. Link to Business Plan: Meets aims: 1, 4, 5, 6 

4.    Background 

The Sill: National Landscape Discovery Centre opened to the public on 29 July 2017 and 
has achieved or exceeded many of its planned activity targets since the beginning of the 
project in 2015. 

5.      Operational Update 

a)  Visitor Numbers:  The new visitor target for 2019-20 has been set at 145,000. Visitor 
figures are at 96% of the target to the end of December.  

 

Table 1: Year to date cumulative trend in visitor figures 
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b) YHA stays:  For the current year to December occupancy was at 57.0% against a target of 
57.9%.   The hostel is open at weekends throughout the winter and for weekdays during 
school holidays or for group bookings. 

c) Retail Performance: For the year to December, retail sales were 92.2% of target. The 
value of gross sales is comparable to the previous year despite the fact there were less 
visitors. The spend per head is £1.28 against a YTD target of £1.32 compared to £1.21 for 
the same period of the previous year, demonstrating overall that the retail performance is 
improving.  

The Christmas fair in November was well attended with an 11% increase in spend 
compared to the previous year. Stallholders contributed £2,154 for attendance at the event. 
The second Inspired by our Land exhibition also generated increased income with 36 items 
sold compared to 22 in 2018. 

d) Café: Café performance for the year to December is 37% below target (target income for 
this year is 33% higher than 2018/19). Work is underway to appoint a new contractor to run 
the café franchise. 

e) Car Parking: For the year to December 2019 income is at 76% of the year to date target.  
Car parking income continues to be challenging.  

f) Hires: For the year to December room hires are 121% of target and corporate packages 
are at 58% of target. Combined they have brought in £7,347 against a target of £7,600. 
Room hires are set to over-perform for the financial year with forward bookings in place for 
the next 10 months. As they become established corporate packages are expected to move 
towards achieving target income over the next 12 months.  

g) Visitor Feedback: We collate visitor feedback both online and on site. While social media 
feedback continues to be steady we are seeing good use of our onsite feedback tablet.  

Online: We have several accounts online where the public can rate and review The Sill: 

• Trip Advisor - Current rating 3.5 
• Google Business – Current rating 4.3 
• Facebook Pages (both NNPA and The Sill) – Current rating 4.4  
  
On Site July to September: 
 

Feedback details Very satisfied Okay Dissatisfied 

Visit to The Sill 87% 4% 9% 

Main exhibition 85% 6% 9% 

Yours Since 

1949 exhibition/ 

Inspired by our 

Land 

85% 7% 8% 

Café 81% 9% 10% 

Welcome team 85% 8% 7% 

    

 



Report 3: Quarterly Sill Update  
  

 
Northumberland National Park Authority 
Meeting 18 March, 2020 final   Report 3:      Page 3 of 7 

 

6. Activity Programme  
 

a) Activity Days:  For the year to December of 2019-20, there have been an additional 
17,278 activity days; this takes us to 90% of the full project total. We expect to meet the 
NLHF activity day target by the end of March 2020. 

 

Table 3: Cumulative activity days from the beginning of project to date  

Income for the activity programme continues to improve, over the 12 month period average 
income has increased from less than £1,000 a month in 2016-17 to more than £3,000 a 
month in 2018-19. In 2019-20 the income continues to improve with like for like income 
increasing by 44%. Year to date activity income is £33,747.  

 

Table 4: Average activity programme income throughout the project 

Education and Engagement Programmes 

b) Education Programme: The year to December 2019-20 has seen continued improvement 
in growth with like for like engagement increasing 28% year on year. 
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Table 5: Like for like education activity day comparison  

In Q3 our most popular workshops were our school assembly (This Is Your Landscape), 
Investigate Pre History, Geology Rocks, and Astro Explorers. We ran the majority of these 
sessions in The Sill, with the assemblies being delivered in school. 

We attended a pre-history day at Segedunum Roman Fort in Wallsend in October, in order 
to develop a pilot session to be delivered there in January.  

In October we launched our travel grant offer – offering £100 to schools that book a 
session with us to help cover their transport costs.  We launched our new National Park 
Schools Packages at this time. These packages have been developed to encourage 
schools to book a range of activities with us at a discounted rate, allowing us to deliver 
activities, deliver CPD sessions, and provide resources and loans boxes to schools as part 
of their yearly curriculum delivery.  

In November we worked with a charity called Hand Of, an arts and education charity 
dedicated to enriching the education of disadvantaged children and young people, to 
deliver part of the project they are currently running with four Northumberland primary 
schools.  

We are working with Haydon Bridge High School, to develop a programme of activities with 
all year groups in the school. This will lead to a long term partnership with the school, with 
initial activities including an arts week in summer 2020, careers sessions, and John Muir 
Award activities. 

c) The Public Engagement Programme: The year to December 2019-20 has seen like for 
like event engagement increase 8% year on year. Additional ‘light engagement’ figures for 
2019/20 fell by 20% with a reduced presence at village shows, due to shows being 
cancelled because of wet weather. A 12% reduction in engagements at this year’s 
temporary exhibition, compared to last year’s digital landscapes which proved our most 
popular temporary exhibition yet.  
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Table 6: Like for like public engagement activity days 

Half-term activity programmed at both The Sill and Cheviot Centre proved popular. 

October also saw the launch of a new partnership with Muddy Fingers which tested a 
different business model delivery (split profit approach). The first adult raku clay workshop 
and children clay tiles sessions both had 75% take up and had extremely positive 
feedback. As a partner, Muddy Fingers are keen to co-promote and develop activity and 
this is being taken forward into post NLHF planning.  

The Christmas Programme was very successful delivering 10 events from 1st December to 
21st December. All of the Get Creative Christmas Events sold out, these ranged in price 
from £8 for Willow Christmas decorations to £30 for Christmas Angels.  

In November we hosted another successful visit by the group Identity on the Tyne who 
brought the Sheero’s, a group of Muslim girls aged 12 -16. The day was based at The Sill 
and included a walk along the Hadrian Wall trail with our Trail Maintenance Ranger Tess 
Wenham. The aim of the project is to grow confidence in women of colour through 
engagement with heritage and the natural environment. The visit was captured by BBC 
Newcastle as part of their morning programme. 

7. Exhibitions  
 

The second Inspired by our Land art exhibition took place at The Sill from early November 
until 19th January. This was the second exhibition and is developing a reputation with local 
artists as a place to showcase their work.  Over 36 pieces of work were sold during the 
exhibition and of these a large number were original, framed works.  

The Lost Words Exhibition based on Robert McFarlane and Jackie Morris’s Book will run 
from January to April. 

We are in continued discussion and planning with the Mining Institute around their visiting 
Graft and Glory exhibition which is coming at the end of April. This will include joint delivery 
of a supporting programme of activity and a bespoke Northumberland National Park 
element to the exhibition.  
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Initial conversations with Dr Paul Cowie (Faculty Research Fellow in the Centre for Rural 
Economy at Newcastle University) have taken place to host an Arts Council funded artist 
led exhibition examining the agricultural landscape of Britain and how it shapes ours soils, 
waters, biodiversity and is part of the Nation’s emotional identity.  If successful, the 
intention is to build an eco-festival to wrap around this exhibition with offers for public, 
school and HE / FE engagement.  This eco-festival also coincides with the run up to COP 
in Glasgow in November.  

 
Improvements to permanent exhibition continue with the addition of a new upland farming 
interpretation area and continued improvements to our geology story.  Reviews of the 
permanent exhibition are improving.  

 
8.  Volunteers:  

 
In the year to December 2019/20 we recorded 2,168 volunteer days, representing is at 
103% of the project total volunteering figure, 12,200. 

 

Table 7: Cumulative volunteer days against the project target.   

In quarter 3 (Oct-Dec inc.) we recorded 602 volunteer days bringing the year to date total 
to 2,213 volunteer days, representing 76% achievement of the annual 2,925 days target.  
In the quarter, we engaged 43 new people with volunteering and 105 ‘unnamed’ people 
who volunteered as part of a group.  Of the 602 days, 137 days (23%) were volunteered by 
young and/or vulnerable people. 

In addition to achieving the project target in the quarter, we also achieved national 
recognition with Northumberland winning two of the four UK National Park Volunteer Award 
categories.  A young volunteer at The Sill with additional needs won the “Young Person” 
award and one of our ‘associate’ (community based) volunteer groups won the “Group” 
award for work on local sustainability projects. 

Further highlights for the quarter include: working with Hexham Youth Initiative to provide 
volunteering opportunities at our head office for a young man with ‘Social, Emotional and 
Mental Health’ (SEMH) issues; six young people achieving their John Muir Explorer 
Awards through our New Naturalists youth volunteering programme, and; three further 
young people gaining skills and experience by completing one of our voluntary placement 
programmes. 
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9. Conclusions 
 
The Sill is delivering on its purposes and will deliver all NLHF targets for the project.  We 
continue to improve and develop in terms of reach and engagement which we will embed 
as core activity of the Authority as we come out of project.  

Although income generation is improving in most areas we remain behind target and the 
targets are stretching.  We have built our trading experience in to The Sill Business Plan 
going forward. 

 

Contact Officers: For further information contact Rosie Thomas, Director of Business 
Development, email rosie.thomas@nnpa.org.uk  
 
Background papers: None  
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