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Report 7: The Sill: 3 month update  

  
1. Purpose of Report  

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

2. Recommendations  

  

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

3.      Implications  

a. Financial:  The Impact of Coronavirus on The Sill Business Plan has been calculated 

using a set of assumptions and is set out in Report 4 on this Agenda.  This report shows 

performance to date since reopening is promising, and to date is outperforming the 

revised Sill Business Plan, however, it is important to build in prudent assumptions at 

this uncertain time.   

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  

In March 2020 the growing coronavirus pandemic led to temporary closure of The Sill. This 

significantly impacted delivery of our business plan for 2020/21. Over the next few months 

staff developed plans for a safe reopening of the building to the public.    

The opening was rolled out in 3 stages:  

1. Friday 26th June - Sill shop and toilets open Friday to Sunday  

2. Saturday 4th July - opening of the temporary exhibition and grassland roof  

3. Saturday 18th July – Open 7 days a week and opening of the new Once Brewed cafe  

The Sill Visitor Welcome team returned from furlough in stages and volunteers have also 

been requested to help manage customer numbers and collect test and trace information. 

Opening hours have been reduced slightly to allow for deep cleaning each night and is in 

addition to regular sanitation of key contact points during the day.  

a) Visitor Numbers:  The visitor target for 2020/21 was maintained at 145,000 from the 

previous year. The impact of Coronavirus on visitor numbers is likely to be greater than 50% 

of the whole year target, as more than 80,000 people were forecast between April and the 

end of August. During Q1 of 2020/21 The Sill was open for 3 days, 26 th to 28th June, with 

429 visitors. Moving into Q2, visitors for the period 17th July to 16th August are at 90% of the 

same period last year. The revised Business Plan and budget for 2020/21 is based on lower 

visitor numbers as we cannot be certain this trend will continue beyond the summer holidays.  
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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.  

The YHA reopened to visitors on 17th July following an extended period of closure due to 

Coronavirus. The Sill was identified as one of YHA’s preferred venues to reopen due to lay 

out and en-suite facilities however the number of rooms available has reduced by about 20% 

and public spaces have had seating removed and the self-catering kitchen is closed.    

c) Retail Performance: For Q1 retail sales are based on the 3 days we were open in June 

which generated an income totalling £859. The Sill remained on 3 days opening per week 

until 18th July. From the 18th July until 16th August, income has remained stable compared to 

2019/20, £22,661 compared to £21,739. As the Sill visitors are currently at 90% of last year, 

spend per head has increased year on year, from £1.29 to £1.63. Please note however the 

visitor numbers do not include the YHA numbers as yet, when these are included the spend 

per head will reduce, however, the comparison is like for like and demonstrates that visitors  

are spending more at this time. Profit margins have increased slightly, from 43.2% to 45.22%.  

We continue to push and promote local products and support the regional economy. Most of 

the product range is selling well, with food and drink, both from the kiosk and as gift items, 

driving spend. At the same time our aspirational products including the Lost Words books 

and prints continue to sell well, benefitting from the Lost Words exhibition remaining on site. 

Our kiosk has been much busier than normal, even after the café reopened. This may be 

due to visitors who want to avoid indoor public spaces.   

d) Café: Plans to bring the café in-house culminated with an opening date of Saturday 18 th 

July. For the last days of July the café had total sales of £8,382 from 1,371 covers. Resulting 

in a spend per cover of £6.11.  

The café has been renamed ‘Once Brewed Coffee and Bakehouse’ with a menu focussing 

on locally produced cakes, pastries and sandwiches. The café has been remodelled with 

over 50% of the seating removed and table service is provided. The café has been very busy 

since opening and has received great feedback from customers; a great review on 

TripAdvisor is shown below:  

“You must visit the fabulous place. It's been open a while so you may have been but 
I urge you to revisit. We called in at the weekend just as the cafe was relaunching.  
What a fantastic surprise new menu, very clean and the most important covid safe. 
The staff are all very friendly nothing to much trouble. But the new menu just 
wonderful, all fresh locally sourced produce. I have a very tasty artisan sausage roll 
and a bowl of fresh home-made soup. The deserts and cakes looked lovely but 
unfortunately I was full so didn't try one. I shall on my next visit which hopefully will 
be very soon. I highly recommend this cafe and I wish them every success. The 
relaunch is certainly a breath of fresh air.”  

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. In Quarter 1 the ANPR machine recorded 668 cars with a combined income of 

almost £1,300, a drop of 90% compared to the £12,800 in Q1 2019/20. The car park has 

been well used since re-opening, with visitors heading out for walks in the morning and 

returning to visit the café and shop when they return.   
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6. Hires  

Room hires were 109% of target for the year 19/20 and corporate packages were 59% of 

target but were set to perform much higher and suffered cancellations in March. At this time 

room hires are not possible at The Sill, but we are now working on a forward plan and starting 

to take bookings for socially distanced meeting spaces from September.  Since the end of 

the contract with Fresh Element we are working on developing our wedding offer and will be 

working with suggested catering providers and contractors.   

7. Activity Programme   

Following the announcement of lockdown in mid - March, the activities and exhibitions 

programme was put on temporary hold. Customers were contacted to offer a refund of 
tickets, to hold on to tickets for when the events were rescheduled or to donate the value of 

tickets to the Northumberland National Park Foundation. The programme was temporarily 

postponed until 21st April. As lockdown continued, this was extended to 1st July and as 
government guidance continued to advise to avoid mixed gatherings of people at events, 

this was further extended to 1st October. At the time of writing this report, the intention is 

for ticketed public events to resume in a gradual way from October with testing of systems 
and protocols with some small events throughout September. The team delivered some in 

house pop up activities throughout August. This was to help with a warm visitor welcome, 

support the front of house in visitor management, and extend the enjoyment of the trip and 
to access first hand useful feedback and information to help inform our programming 
decisions moving forward.   

We applied the same postponement approach to the Learning Programme, with all school 

visits initially postponed until after the Easter holidays and then again until the 1st  

October.  At the time of writing this report, government guidance was that schools would be 

allowed to undertake school day trips from September and initial conversations with 

schools booked to visits in the autumn term was positive. However, the real test will be 
how many schools are able to return to a fully operational state at the beginning of the new 

academic year in September which is when our real understanding of how to adapt and 
develop the programme will be possible.   

Over the lockdown period development work continued including initial strategic mapping 

work with an external facilitator around the National Parks Health and Wellbeing offer, 
initial consultation with the playground tender winners, consultation and training with 

Autism North East and continued partnership work with The Angelou Centre - resulting in a 

successful Arts Council bid by the organisation to run Black Writers in Nature, from which 
we will host one placement.  Throughout this period the team were very active in the 

National Park England recovery responses, sitting on the working groups and informing the 

national response to education, engagement and health and wellbeing, many of our ideas 
and suggestions have been incorporated into the national submissions  

a) Exhibitions Both the temporary and permanent exhibitions were closed during the early 

stages of lockdown. The Stell, currently housing the Lost Words exhibition, has been 

reopened for the public with a few minor adjustments (e.g. the removal of touch based 

elements and artefacts from the exhibition), the permanent exhibition remains closed. 

This is due to the high number of touch points within a relatively small enclosed space. 

This is under continued review and ways of reopening are being investigated including 

bookable facilitated visits and the adaptation of the exhibition to remove touch points. 

The temporary exhibition forward programme has been successfully reworked so that no 
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planned exhibitions have been lost, rather rescheduled to commence from February 

2021 when it is hopeful that public interaction will be easier to manage. We continue to 

work with Compton Verney (the publishing agents for Lost Words) to agree  

an indefinite loan for Lost Words as the next venue (Ingham Mote, NT) is unable to take 

receipt of the exhibition for the foreseeable future.  

b) We have received some feedback that the closure of the main exhibition does mean that 

the Sill now has a more limited offer for visitors and we are therefore looking at how this 

can be addressed as described above.  

c) Digital Engagement: Throughout lockdown the engagement team were able to develop 

remote engagement opportunities; including online blogs, resources and activities. This 

received positive feedback from social media platforms. This formed our 

#outdoorsindoors campaign which grew the number of interactions with our content and 

attracted new audiences to our sites. Some of the posts attracted three times our 

standard engagement reach figures. We plan to build on the success of this and continue 

to develop online content for both the education and public engagement programme.   

d) Recover Together: Through the underpinning values of inclusion, health & wellbeing 

and nature recovery, the Activity and Exhibition programme has developed a refreshed 
approach to its annual activity plan. Outreach and development work forms a large part 

of the team’s focus for the autumn period. For the schools programme we have worked 

on a plan to re-engage with schools using the Lost Words content, we plan to gift a copy 
to every school in the county and use it as a symbol of hope and renewal to recover 
together. This will also form part of our every school child target.   

The public engagement programme is focussing on developing partnerships with the 
local children’s centre, particularly around young mums and we hope to launch a Little 

Larks early years forest school offer for under 5s. We will also be working with selected 
organised groups in their recovery programme, with a particular focus on those 

disproportionality affected by COVID and lockdown such as urban ethnic minorities and 
those with additional needs and disabilities.   

8 Volunteers:   

Following the Government announcement on the 16th March we immediately postponed our 

events programme and the associated volunteering (e.g. volunteer guided walks). 

Volunteers remained on standby should they have been required to support any covid-19 
community response work in the National Park, but in the end this was not required to 

support our Northumberland National Park Neighbours initiative.  
  

Throughout lockdown there was a significant volunteer contribution to our online  

#outdoorsindoors campaign with volunteers providing content to bring the National Park to 
people through our social media channels. We maintained our relationship with our 

volunteers through regular ‘Staying in touch’ communications, and provided opportunities for 
training.   

  

When lockdown measures were eased at the end of May enabling volunteering to 

commence within Government guidelines, it was clear that for many volunteers getting back 

out to volunteer was important for their physical and mental health whilst others were not 
comfortable to return at that time.  Further, it was clear that volunteers could provide a 

valuable contribution in supporting our team as we managed the post-lockdown visitor 
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pressures within the National Park. Our approach to lifting the suspension was managed 
using a risk matrix identifying the covid-19 risk of particular volunteering roles and the clinical 

vulnerability of individuals and always taking into account willingness to volunteer. We asked 

all volunteers to identify their (or their households) clinical vulnerability and their willingness 
to volunteer within the Volunteer Management system and then targeted our approaches 
based on this information and always making it clear that volunteering remains voluntary!  

  

Our first volunteers returned in June (an in car based role) to help us monitor our busy sites 

and car parks.  This was followed by our ‘Welcome Patrol’ volunteers focused around 
supporting visitors at busy sites and then our ‘Sill Welcome Team’ volunteers supporting the 

reopening of The Sill building.  Our ‘Practical Tasks’ group and ‘Sill Grassland Roof’ group 
returned in what are now ‘small group only’ activities to help us bring our sites back into 

operation and then our ‘Heritage at Risk’ and ‘Hadrian’s Wall Path’ groups returned. In 

supporting and adding capacity to our staff team in managing the post-lockdown pressures 
within the National Park, Volunteers have proven once again how much value they 

contribute to our work.  We have recorded 159 volunteer days in June and July in roles 

welcoming and supporting visitors to access the National Park.  

  

9. Business Plan and Sustainability   

  

As part of our Coronavirus Response and the budgeting process of the Authority, the Sill 

business plan has been revisited and rewritten. We have used data from our first month of 

trading post coronavirus to make prudent assumptions for the year. We have used these 

assumptions to set targets for teams that are regularly monitored as part of business 

performance. The agreement of the extension of the project support from NLHF will help 

support our engagement and education work until the end of January.  We have also 

submitted an application to the NLHF Culture Recovery Fund for development work to help 

us respond to Covid and become more sustainable into the future.   

  

10. 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. After a period of closure, we have 

responded well to the challenge of reopening post Covid and early indications against our 

KPI’s are positive. We are now gearing up to begin to use the Sill and the engagement 

related to the Sill to fulfil the Authorities Recover Together strategy.   

  

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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