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Report 12:  The Sill: National Landscape Discovery Centre 3-month Update 

1. Purpose of Report 

This report is to note and provides an update on The Sill: National Landscape Discovery Centre 
and the education and activity programme. 

2. Recommendations  

The Authority is recommended to note the content of this report. 

3. Implications 

a. Financial: The visitor number target for The Sill for 2021/22 was reduced to reflect the 
impact over the year of Covid. The budget profiling has assumed normal full trading in April 
and May. There is clearly a shortfall to date, as a result of the restrictions which we aim to 
clawback over the rest of the year.  June is looking much improved, and we have been able 
to secure £45,000 in Covid grants which will provide a cushion to our bottom-line Sill 
targets.  

b. Equalities: There are no equality implications from this report. 

c. Link to Business Plan: The Sill Project and accompanying education and activity 
programme delivers across all aims of the business plan, with particular focus on ‘A 
Welcoming Park’, ‘Thriving Communities’ and ‘Valued Asset’.  

4. Background 

2020 – 21 proved to be challenging year for The Sill and the impact of COVID-19 and the ensuing 
government restrictions are still being felt. We have experienced a slower than normal start to 
this financial year due to ongoing restrictions, but we experienced a more promising picture in 
June when restrictions have eased, and events have returned.  

5. April – May 2021 Update  

a. Visitor Numbers  

i. The visitor target for 2021-22 has been set at 115,000. Visitor figures have begun to 
increase in the first two months of the year as gradual easing of restrictions has 
taken place. Figures for May remain 1/3 lower than the same time in 2019. 
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Table 1: Annual trend in visitor figures, monthly. 

b. YHA Stays 

i. The YHA has not budgeted any visitors for the first 2 months of the current year, but 
the easing of restrictions allowed 508 overnight stays in May 2021. Their forecast for 
the rest of the year is around 10,000 stays, a drop of 1/3 compared to 15,000 in 
2019-20 

c. Retail Performance 

i. The Sill retail sales target has been adjusted to reflect the lower visitor number 
target set and totals £150,650 for the coming year. The Sill reopened with a limited 
offer on 12th April and income was 43% of target with May coming in at 105% which 
is an encouraging sign of growth in customer confidence. At the same time, sales per 
visitor for May was £1.74 compared to a target of £1.31. The average transaction 
value was £10.08.  If the trend for higher visitor spend continues, this will claw back 
some of the shortfall caused by the restrictions which impacted in April and May. 
This will be carefully monitored in the coming months. 
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d. Café 

i. Café income target for the year is £227,700. This is based on the revised visitor 
numbers to the building and assumptions on conversion to café users and spend per 
head.  The café reopened on 12th April for takeaway only and for indoor and outdoor 
seating on 17th.May.  As a consequence income for these two months was low at 
£3,960 and £14,910, this is 17% and 69% of target respectively creating a net income 
shortfall against budget of £17,700.  June to date is expected to achieve 90% of 
target with spend per head 6p short of target and conversion rate of customer 1% 
higher than target.   

ii. We have successfully applied for Covid support grants totalling £45,000 which will 
support this as well as other areas where restrictions have meant a shortfall in 
income in April and May which we may not be able to make up during the rest of the 
year.  

e. Car Parking  

i. Car Park income for the coming year is set at £35,000. Car Parking is currently an 
area that is performing relatively well as restrictions on accessing outdoor 
greenspace were eased in advance of building visits. Income for the April and May is 
at 88% and 80% respectively. 
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f. Hires 

i. The Room Hire and Corporate Packages are just beginning to resume after a year of 
restrictions. £3,000 and £2,000 income respectively are the budget targets. The hires 
coordinator has several room bookings going into the summer months and the 
numbers of enquiries are encouraging,  

g. Activities 

i. Formalised ticketed activity recommenced when the Government eased restrictions 
under point 3 of their reopening roadmap on 17th May. Organised activity has 
focussed on outdoor delivery as a method of mitigating against infection. The 
programme started with the Walk to Wellbeing and Guided Walks on 22nd May, 
Walltown Warrior, a family focussed challenge event took place on 3rd and 4th June. 
We are continuing to release new ticketed opportunities for public engagement with 
Sill Scrambles coming on stream in July and the return of Sill Sunday’s and Wild 
Wednesdays throughout the summer. The new self-led trail ‘Signs of Spring’ was 
successfully launched in May with 23 families taking up the opportunity in one 
month. The Hadrian’s Wall e-bike tour restated in May with several tours taking 
place.  

ii. Generation Green, the National Parks young green leaders programme which forms 
part of a wider coalition with YHA and other partners, was successfully launched in 
May and has received excellent feedback. 10 Young Leaders have taken part in 
introductory taster session to find out more about the programme, and additional 
sessions have been delivered to Eco schools and a new, climate change live action 
brief has been created as part of a week-long school careers event. The core schools 
programme has been inundated with enquiries, resulting in 18 sessions being 
booked since the programme reopened for bookings in April.  

iii. The temporary exhibition programme has restarted, with Lost Words reopening on 
17th May for a final run until the end of June. As it does not move to the next venue 
until September, a mini collection is being displayed outside of The Stell for the final 
few months to help push the remaining items of associated merchandise in the 
shop. These continue to be very popular with customers. Stories in Stone, an 
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exhibition developed in partnership with Wallcap at Newcastle University, opens on 
5th July and the permanent exhibition reopens following the next stage of the 
government roadmap on 19th July.  

iv. Throughout lockdown we have forged a new partnership with Seven Stories and 
have created a magical portal in their venue where their audiences can be 
transported to the beauty of Northumberland National Park from the Ouseburn. As 
part of our audience development plan, we are exploring new ways to work 
together to bring the park to Newcastle. Work with organised groups has continued 
virtually, with new relationships developed with Big Gateshead and Useful Vision. 
The first on site trip is planned for the Comfrey project on 4th July, when they will 
return to The Sill for the first time in over 15 months. Staff have continued to 
develop their skills, with two members of the team being trained as Accessibility 
Champions for NNPA as part of a NPUK training programme and two further staff 
trained in anti-racism at work. Members of the team also presented our Recovery 
Programme to Northumberland Mental Health Network and made many new and 
informative contacts, including Public Health England. 

6. Feedback  

“Thank you so much! We really enjoyed the session and we definitely want to do something next year. 

I know lots of them are also planning on bringing their parents to visit The Sill! It was wonderful how 

much you tried to do activities related to our unit - that level of customisation is deeply appreciated 

and I fully understand how much work goes into doing things like that.”  Archbishop Runcie Primary 

school in Gosforth 

“My family had a fantastic time at Walltown Warrior. This was our first ever assault course and we 

thoroughly enjoyed ourselves and will definitely be back! Your staff were absolutely fantastic!!! 

Friendly, helpful, funny and encouraging      !! Huge well done to them     . We found the event Very 

Covid secure and lots of Covid safety measures in place. My lot particularly enjoyed the water slip and 

slide, however did like all of the obstacles Around the course xx thank you for an absolutely awesome 

day out from Team Armstrong       we loved it”.  Walltown Warrior 

"The whole thing was fantastic. Staff were friendly and so helpful. The event was ever so well 

organised. And, what a fantastic venue to house such a fun and well thought out course. There was 

enough variety in the obstacles and terrain in between. Overall it was tremendous fun, for our 7 year 

old and us oldies...we lucked out with the weather which likely helped a little. We laughed and enjoyed 

every obstacle, and felt ever so proud when we were cheered to the finish line and given our medals. 

Thanks for a terrific event!” Walltown Warrior 

Sill and Café Feedback 

‘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 had 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.’ 
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‘Incredible staff! I wish I had the name of the lady staff member who helped me when I had an injury 

to my foot- but she honestly couldn’t have been more helpful! She was constantly checking to see if I 

was ok, sorted me out with a wheelchair, made sure I was comfortable and truly looked after me which 

was so so lovely! The centre itself was clean, modern and the cafe was a lovely space to relax after a 

days walking- with a great selection of vegan food as well - which is a bonus!!!’ 

7. Conclusion  

a) The team have responded quickly and efficiently to the changing impacts of government 
restrictions. They have provided a covid secure and welcoming resource that many have 
needed especially due to the volume of first-time visitors. We have seen the financial 
impacts of increased restrictions in the first part of the financial year but the signs of 
recovery against those targets are promising and we have offset risk through applications to 
Covid recovery business grants.  

Contact Officer: Rosie Thomas, Director of Business Development 
Telephone:   01434 605555                                                     
e-mail: rosie.thomas@nnpa.org.uk 
 
 


