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Report 12: The Sill Quarterly 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 1 on this Agenda. 

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 visitor target for 2019-20 was set at 145,000. Visitor numbers 
during the latter half of Q4 began to drop significantly due to the impact of Covid-19 with 
March seeing a 51% decline on the prior year. There were 135,000 visitors for the year, 
93% of target.  

 

Table 1: Annual trend in visitor figures, monthly. 
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b) YHA stays:  For the 2019/20 full financial year, occupancy was at 49.4% against a target 
of 50.0%. The hostel is open at weekends throughout the winter and for weekdays during 
school holidays or for group bookings. 

c) Retail Performance: For the 2019/20 full financial year, retail sales were 93.3% of target. 
The value of gross sales was £1,800 higher than the previous year despite the fact there 
were less visitors. The spend per head target was £1.30 and this was achieved. Overall the 
retail performance continues to improve.  

Following the success of the second Inspired by our Land exhibition which generated 
increased income with 36 items sold compared to 22 in 2018, we have permanently 
installed a gallery area on the upper balcony outside the cafe. The Lost Words exhibition 
also inspired some great additional sales through the shop, unfortunately the exhibition 
was cut short due to the onset of the Coronavirus pandemic.  

d) Café: Café performance (excluding events targets) for the year was 64% below target 
(target income for this year was 50% higher than 2017/18, the first year of operation). The 
current café franchise has now expired and due to the Coronavirus pandemic a new tender 
has not been awarded. We will be running the interim café offer in house. 

e) Car Parking: For 2019 income was 76% of target. The average transaction was £1.93 
against a target of £2.10.  The average transaction target has been revised to £1.95 going 
forward. 

f) Hires: Room hires were 109% of target for the year and corporate packages were 59% of 
target but were set to perform much higher and suffered cancellations in March. Combined 
they have brought in £9,498 against a target of £11,000. Room hires over-performed for 
the financial year despite lockdown restrictions. Forward bookings were, disappointingly, in 
place for the next 10 months. Corporate packages were expected to move towards 
achieving target income over the next 12 months.  

6. Activity Programme  
 

a) Activity Days:  For 2019-20, there were an additional 28,368 activity days; this takes us to 
102% of the full project total.  

 

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 
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month in 2019-20. Income for the Activity programme has risen from £6,500 in 2015/16 to 
£45,700 in 2019/20.  

 

Table 4: Average activity programme income throughout the project 

Education and Engagement Programmes 

b) Education Programme: 2019-20 has seen continued improvement in growth with like for 
like engagement increasing 23% year on year. There has in addition been a revision of the 
total number of Education Days due to student stays at the YHA which were not included in 
the education monitoring, as originally agreed with YHA. This addition has not been 
attributed annually but as a one off amendment in Q4 2019/20. 

 

Table 5: Like for like education activity day comparison  
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Our education programme continued to develop in Quarter 4 some highlights include:  

• We piloted a pre-history workshops at Segedunum alongside a pre-history pottery 
session, this is now on offer as part of the education programme following successful 
sessions in January with St Mary’s School in North Tyneside and a home educators 
group at Segedunum in March. 

• The Dark Skies Assembly that was piloted in January at The Sill is now part of the 
Education offer. 

• University of Cumbria students studying BA in Children and families came to The Sill 
and took part in The Sill Storytime as part of their timetable. Durham University 
International Culture and Heritage Management Students came for their annual trip in 
March, spending time at The Sill and then visiting Walltown with Chris Jones. Students 
from this course have taken part in this visit every year since The Sill opened.  

• As part of National Storytelling Week, Jim Grant Northumberland based Storyteller went 
in to 8 schools and engaged 1100 children over 6 days, telling Northumbrian Takes and 
promoting the Lost Words exhibition and events programme. 

• In February and March 85 children from Sele Primary in Hexham visited The Sill and 
took part in an Art in the Park workshop delivered by the Learning team and a Lost 
Words inspired storytelling session delivered again by Jim Grant. 

• We attended the annual Discovery Museum Careers Event in March, engaging with over 
300 students and teachers from 9 schools across Tyneside. 

c) The Public Engagement Programme: 2019-20 has seen like for like event engagement 
increase 23% 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. 
However final figures were not able to be calculated for The Lost Words temporary 
exhibition due to lockdown.  

 
Table 6: Like for like public engagement activity days 
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The Events programme continues to grow and develop, with particular areas becoming a 
mainstay and providing a backbone to a whole year offer.  

• The Dark Sky programme consistently sells out and we are working to develop a robust 
and sustainable business model with third party deliverers, such as Go Stargazing. The 
Walltown improvements will provide a more comfortable and user friendly space, which 
now lends itself to Dark Sky events. 

• Get Creative particularly sells well in the lead up to Christmas, Traditional skills such as 
spoon carving and stool making often sell out and we have trialled these in other areas in 
the Park using venues like the Cheviot Centre in Wooler.  

• The Told in Gold Exhibition proved to be a great hook to visitors and although the events 
programme connected to the exhibition was cut short it illustrated how a popular, unique 
body of work by well-known authors and writers can attract visitors and help sell an 
events programme.  

• New audiences: Sheree Mack delivered a Walk and Write event with a group of Women 
of colour as part of the Earth, Sea, Love project and this work is due to resume when 
Public Health advice allows. Unfortunately the performance of Sea to Sill programmed 
with Headway Arts and Haltwhistle Film Project had to be postponed.  

 
7. Exhibitions  
 
a) The Lost Words Exhibition based on Robert Macfarlane and Jackie Morris’s Book opened 

in February and attracted a lot of attention and inspired good sales in the shop. 
Unfortunately The Lost Words Festival which was programmed around it was cancelled 
due to the Coronavirus pandemic. 

 
b) Unfortunately we have also had to postpone our partnership exhibition with the Mining 

Institute, Graft and Glory. The exhibition is now programmed early next year and will 
coincide with Science Week. This will include joint delivery of a supporting programme of 
activity (STEM Festival) and a bespoke Northumberland National Park element to the 
exhibition.  

 
c) Conversations with Dr Paul Cowie (Faculty Research Fellow in the Centre for Rural 

Economy at Newcastle University) continue and we still hope 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.  The 
intention is to build an eco-festival to wrap around this exhibition with offers for public, 
school and HE / FE engagement.  

 
d) 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:  

 
a) In 2019/20 we recorded 2,747 volunteer days. This brings the project total to 13,126 

volunteering days, representing 108% of the project total volunteering target, 12,200. 
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Table 7: Cumulative volunteer days against the project target.   
 

9. Conclusions 
 

a) Although the final month of delivery of quarter four was interrupted by the Coronavirus 
pandemic we still managed to deliver our NLHF agreed purposes for the project. NLHF 
have extended the time frame of delivery in order for us to capture the final numbers of 
planned activity against the project and released the final payment. Although positive 
progress towards businesses plan targets were made, supported by the programming of 
The Lost Words exhibition, it is important that we create an achievable business plan for 
the coming year in light of the extra challenge posed by the Coronavirus pandemic.  

 

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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