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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 The Sill on the Authority’s finances is discussed in further 
detail in Report 1. 

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 
was designed to transform the way more and different people engage with landscape and 
the National Park. The building and accompanying activity and education programme has 
reached all of its National Lottery Heritage Fund targets and during summer 2020 the 
venue has provided a safe base for new and different audiences to enjoy the health and 
wellbeing benefits of being in the National Park. 

5.    Operational Update 

During the summer months The Sill has provided a safe Covid Secure welcome for visitors 
to enjoy the much needed health and wellbeing benefits of being in the National Park. 

a)  Visitor Numbers:  Visitor targets were adjusted during Q2 to reflect the closure of The 
Sill during lockdown in Q1 and to take into account the observed visitor patterns during the 
quarter. Visitor numbers were anticipated to be 73% of the original forecast for the 
remainder of the year. 

In the first half of the year with the revised forecast we anticipated welcoming 34,079 
visitors however we saw a stronger than expected return of 37,415 visitors to the end of 
September, or 110% of the revised forecast.  

Anecdotally, it is reported a significant proportion of the visitors we welcomed over the 
summer months were first time visitors to both The Sill and the area, many of whom 
desired advice on a short accessible walking route and refreshments.  
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YHA stays:  The YHA had re-opened with a reduced capacity of approximately 80% of 
rooms with capacity being affected as lone travellers cannot currently share a room. The 
YHA have provided revised income forecasts since reopening and they have been pleased 
that food and beverages for Q2 was 130% above the revised target. Accommodation 
income has also been above expectation at 111%.  

b) Retail Performance:  

Following reopening, shop sales have performed excellently, surpassing revised income 
targets and in many cases outperforming previous years. 

With fewer visitors and greater income, spend per visitor has consequently increased from 
a forecast of £1.27 to £1.86 and profit margin for the quarter was only 0.3% below target at 
44.7%, our best performance to date. The Q2 average transaction value has similarly 
increased from £8.45 in 2019/20 to £10.88 in 2020/21.The conversion rate of number of 
transactions per visit has seen an increase to 17.1% in 2020/21 compared to 14.6% in 
2019/20.  

The strong retail performance has been boosted by continued sales of Lost Words 
products, with the exhibition remaining open to the public throughout the summer months. 
With a trend towards shopping local, The Sill shop has continued to support local suppliers 
with strong sales throughout Q2. Several new local suppliers have been introduced and we 
have worked with existing suppliers to introduce new products.  
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c) Café: As restrictions eased following the first national lockdown we took the running of 
The Sill food and beverage offer in house for a trial period and relaunched as the ‘Once 
Brewed Coffee and Bakehouse’.  

The percentage of people taking time to stop at the Café is comparable to last year at 30%. 
We took a decision to operate the café on a trial basis with a business plan which must at 
least break even.  The Sill café is a light, airy and safe space for customers. During 
summer months visitors have enjoyed using the café and, when good weather allows, 
taking advantage of the outdoor seating. Providing a smaller, easy to prepare menu has 
allowed for faster turnover of tables which has been important to help achieve the profit 
required due to 50% of the tables being removed prior for safe distancing.  

The menu includes items from local suppliers including jam, honey and biscuits. Some of 
these products are for sale in the café and shop making a direct link to local produce which 
customers can buy to take home after trying in the café.  

During the period July to Sept the net profit achieved was in the region of £17,000.  Whilst 
this has exceeded our prudent expectations, if the café was run for full year this profit 
would balance the quieter months. We are very happy with the performance to date, the 
team worked very hard to make this work at short notice when it became clear our tender 
exercise could see us signing up to a long term, less favourable deal which was influenced 
by the pandemic.  

A trading report is being considered by the Finance and Audit Group in November 2020. 
The current intention is to extend the trial for a further period until at least Spring 2021 
during which we will review the options and business case for the future operation of the 
café.  

6. Activity Programme  

As the pandemic has thrown up many operational challenges to our activity programme our 
response has been full of creative thinking and problem solving. The following paragraph 
highlights some of the key pieces of work that taken place throughout the last months, with 
the team on partial and rotating furlough arrangements. 
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The Lost Words 

 The exhibition continues to both attract visitors and offer an engaging experience with 
feedback showing that visitors are really engaging with the exhibition, often leading to shop 
sales. 

 In September we were lucky to receive a visit from Jackie Morris, Lost Words Artist, to 
The Sill. She was very moved to see the exhibition in situ and was very pleased with the fit 
between the themes of The Lost Words and the philosophy of The Sill and the Park. Jackie 
kindly signed all of the copies of The Lost Words in the shop and posed for press 
photographs and interviews.  

 Whilst she was with us, Jackie also launched our COVID recovery education 
programme through the gift of The Lost Words book to every first and primary school in 
Northumberland. Sent as a message of hope and renewal, the book has been very well 
received by schools, with a school in Rothbury requesting an ‘in school’ assembly and 
workshop from the education team as a way to launch their new creative curriculum.   

 Outreach – We are working with Gateshead libraries to run some virtual activities for 
those of retirement age living in urban Gateshead.  

Delivery at The Sill and Walltown that has taken place over the period: 

 Self- led family activities for The Sill reopening in June:  
o Bee quiz 
o Bee ID 
o Butterfly ID 
o Leaf ID 
o Curlew Colouring Sheet 
o Trees: Can you draw the missing nature? 
o Walk and explore sheets – Thirlwell Castle, Steel Rigg and Hadrians Wall, 

Vindolanda, Whinshields Crags 

 Summer holiday activities: 

o Bookable Ebike Ranger Tours. 
o Renewed Willow Trail utilising the woodland in car park . 
o Arts Award: The education team worked in partnership with Culture Bridge North 

East to support the delivery of Discover at Home Arts Award. Arts Award is a 
range of qualifications that supports anyone up to the age of 25 to grow as artists 
and art leaders, inspiring them to connect with and take part in the wider arts 
world.  

o Health and Wellbeing: The public engagement ran a series of pop up events at 
Walltown over the summer to look out how being outdoors and connecting with 
nature was impacting on visitors wellbeing. Utilising the PANAS – Positive & 
Negative Effect Schedule - Scale, the team created a simplistic feedback activity 
whereby they questioned visitors on entering Walltown and again on departure 
to see how the experience had made them feel.  Out of 79 people polled to see 
“how much better do you feel for being outdoors” 72% responded ‘extremely’ 
and 21% ‘quite a bit’ better.  

 October Half term activities: 
o Celtic Halloween took place during half-term at The Sill. Kevin from Ancient 

Britain celebrated with visitors the Celtic traditions surrounding the day when ‘the 

veil between the spirit world and the apparent world is lifted’.  These sessions 
took the form of 30 minute pre-bookable paid slots for household bubbles within 
the Learning Garden. These were booked out very quickly and the events 
attracted lots of attention on social media, newspaper and on featured on BBC 
Radio Newcastle with an interview with Kevin and Caroline Cope.  
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o Bats R Brill – we trialled a COVID safe way to deliver this Wild Wednesday 
session by producing a self-led trail around.  

o Make your own Bat Box at home: the team created a kit for families to purchase 
at The Sill Shop and make at home for an additional cost. 
 

 #OutdoorsIndoors- Remote engagement campaign  

The team continue to provide digital content to reach a range of audiences who want to 
remain connected to Northumberland National Park even when not able to physically visit. 

  

End of NLHF project activities 

Development works continues to utilise the end of NLHF project budget. Key areas of 
development include: 

 Park to the People: At home activity kits to engage families in accessible nature based 
activities that will provide a bridge to accessing our National Park sites. 

 Park Keeper Kits: ‘Explore packs’ that can be hired or bought from The Shop or kiosks. 

 Forest School: Early Years taster sessions leading to established EY programme within 
the copse at The Sill. 

 NE Youth Forester: In partnership with NE Youth, developing forest school and bush 
camp programme of activities for teenagers who attend NE Youth clubs in urban or 
disadvantaged areas to develop key skills, confidence and resilience. 

 Collison & Conflict: Working in partnership with Greencroft Arts to develop an 
augmented sound walk and app through the Northumberland landscape, following 
Hadrian’s Wall trail.  

 Black Nature in Residence: Hosting Dr Sheree Mack as one of 5 people of colour 
producing new writing inspired by NE nature. Whilst producing work Sheree will 
host workshops & readings.  

 Entwined: Continuing partner involvement in 2 year research project involving artists in 
residence through VARC resulting in artists talks and sharing days at The Sill.  

 Recover Together for the hardest hit: Helping small groups of identified individuals 
experiencing poor mental health post Covid to develop confidence.  

 Recover Together for hardest hit 2: Assessment of Sill facility by NE Autism Association 
followed by development of an off the peg day package designed to welcoming small 
groups of autistic and neurological diverse people to The Sill and Walltown.   

 Walk your Way: Structured walk package to encourage new audiences, those regaining 
confidence after lockdown and those wishing to explore further. 

 Self–led Trails: Development of 4 seasonal self-led activity at The Sill & Walltown that 
encourages dwell time and adds value for visitors. 

 Get Active: Partnership with Challenge Northumberland to look at getting active 
following lockdown. Pop up ‘household bubble’ activities suitable for all ability and ages 
at The Sill throughout January. Working with MIND to promote mental health benefits of 
being active in the outdoors. 

 

Schools Offer:  

In September the learning team launched the new NNP Recovery Curriculum to schools 
using the gift of The Lost Words book to every first and primary school in Northumberland 
and more broadly to other schools throughout the region through our newsletters and 
networks. Work has been undertaken to ensure that all delivery is COVID secure in line 
with guidance from Department of Education.  

The NNP Recovery Curriculum is centred on 5 principles:  

1. Reconnecting with Nature in a safe way, 
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2. Improving children’s health and wellbeing,  
3. Sparking imagination,  
4. Increasing social interaction,  
5. Reflecting different learning styles 

The programme of activities is offered in schools, in the Park and via remote learning. 
Schools are very keen to restart their work with us when the time is right, with scheduled 
delivery days in schools postponed in November and December due to the second 
lockdown. Further tentative bookings are already in place for January 2021. 

7. Permanent Exhibition 

The regular maintenance check is being undertaken by Wavetek on 25th November. After 
this is completed, adjustments are being undertaken to allow the permanent exhibition to 
function as a self-led COVID safe experience. This is being undertaken in a way to 
minimise impact on daily operations for the Welcome Team whilst ensuring and maintaining 
the highest COVID security measures. Many of the planned improvements to the 
permanent exhibition are being reimagined due to the highly tactile nature of the original 
additions so pose a problem for hotspot touch points in their current format.   

PHD Placements 

We have two PHD placements working directly on public engagement work areas: 

 Suzanne Kobeisse from Newcastle University who is working on developing augmented 
reality approaches and techniques for interpretation use within exhibitions. We were 
able to successfully support some initial user trails to take place throughout October and 
early November.  

 Nick Pepper from Northumbria University is working on the recent history of 
Northumberland National Park, exploring how the acquisition of Thirlwall Castle 
achieved the founding principles and statutory obligations for the designation of National 
Parks in 1949.We have successfully been able to facilitate access to our extensive 
archive of materials in a COVID safe and secure way. Nick’s research will contribute 
material and content to the ongoing exhibition and engagement programme but 
specifically will help us to mark the 65th year anniversary of Northumberland National 
Park. 

Temporary Exhibition Forward plan 

 1st Feb – 14th March 2021 Future Landscapes: Exhibition and engagement 
programme in partnership with Newcastle University. In the light of our exit from Europe 
and the Common Agriculture Policy, together with the climate emergency, how we use 
and value land is likely to change dramatically in the next decade. Working with 6 land-
based businesses in Northumberland, artist Gemma Burditt has created a portrait of a 
changing landscape exploring how these communities will respond and adapt to these 
pressing events and how this will affect both their relationship with the landscape and 
the physical nature of the land itself. Utilising this exhibition, we are planning a range of 
engagement opportunities for school and the public to discuss and explore topics such 
as rewilding, sustainable farming, protected landscapes, sustainable living, and things 
you can do yourself to protect your own landscape (gardening for climate change 
workshops, sustainable shopping experiences, make your own shampoos, soaps).  

 Mid-March – Mid June 2021: Mining Institute Graft and Glory exhibition and STEM 
festival engagement programme. 

 Mid-June – September 2021: Wallcap exhibition and engagement programme (Name 
still tbc) – co-curated exhibition exploring links between natural and cultural landscapes 
throughout time utilising Hadrian’s Wall and the geology of the area as a connector. A 
range of stories and themes will be explored from understanding natural features, the 
impact of Roman quarrying, the multi-culturalism of the frontier and myths and legends.  
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8. Conclusions 

 
We are pleased that both The Sill building and activity and education programme have 
been able to support more and different people to connect with nature for their health and 
wellbeing at a time when this is more important than ever. Uncertainty about guidelines 
and restriction has made long planning hard but we have remained flexible and responsive 
to change. We have adapted working models, accepted new challenges and utilised the 
coronavirus job retention scheme in order to strengthen our financial position at times that 
we are able to open. 
 
The recent lockdown 2.0 which required the closure of The Sill does represent a further 
setback given the great momentum we had regained. It is at the time of writing still 
uncertain as to whether The Sill will be able to re-open after 2nd December.  The ongoing 
impact of the Covid pandemic on our suppliers, customers and partners will present 
ongoing challenges which we will be building in to our plans for future operation of The Sill 
based on the lessons we have learned to date.  
 

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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