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Executive summary  
The NIA Public Dialogue Project 

Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs) were introduced by the Government’s Natural Environment 
White Paper to ‘enhance and reconnect nature on a significant scale’ in England. NIAs are 
designed to revitalise urban and rural areas by creating bigger, inter-connected networks of 
wildlife habitats to re-establish wildlife populations and help achieve nature’s recovery. NIAs 
will improve the health of the natural environment to support food production, reduce flood 
risk and increase access to nature.  

The twelve Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs)1, which were identified in 2011, were given an 
opportunity in late 2012 to apply for funds from Natural England to run a public dialogue 
project as part of their wider work to improve their local natural environment. Each of the 
NIAs for the Meres and Mosses of the Marches, Morecambe Bay Limestones and Wetlands 
and Nene Valley submitted bids for funding and were successful.  

In February 2013 a partnership of Dialogue by Design2 and Icarus3, both independent providers 
of bespoke public and stakeholder dialogue processes, was appointed to assist the three NIAs 
in designing and delivering their public dialogue projects. 

The Public Dialogue Project ran from March 2013 until March 2015 and was funded and 
supported by Natural England, the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) 
through the Sciencewise programme4 and the Department for Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs (Defra). Each NIA Public Dialogue Project received between £30 and £50ks worth of 
facilitator support and the NIA partnerships contributed considerable staff hours and venue 
costs. 

The overarching aim5 of the NIA Public Dialogue Project was stated as: 

To embed public dialogue into local decision making for the 
development of integrated biodiversity, landscape and 

                                                        
1http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20140711133551/http:/www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/conserv

ation/biodiversity/funding/nia/projects/default.aspx  
2 www.dialoguebydesign.co.uk 

3 www.icarus.uk.net 

4 Sciencewise is a programme of the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills to support public dialogue 
making involving science and technology issues www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk 

5 Taken from the original ITT for the delivery contractor, December 2012 
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ecosystems policy and practice, within the context of localism and 
Big Society.  

 
Nene Valley NIA 

The Nene Valley Nature Improvement Area (NIA) is re-creating and re-connecting natural areas 
along the River Nene and its tributaries from Daventry to Peterborough.  

The Nene Valley offers a wide range of natural habitats, including wildflower meadows, 
wetlands, marshes, woodlands and wet grasslands. This diversity of habitats makes the valley 
one of the most important inland localities in England for a whole range of wildlife including 
kingfishers, herons, otters and grass snakes. It is also internationally important for its 
populations of over-wintering water birds such as golden plovers, bitterns, wigeon and 
gadwall. The core of the NIA, the Nene Valley floodplain between Northampton and Aldwincle, 
has been classified as a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the European Birds Directive for 
this reason. 

The intention of the Nene Valley NIA was that the Public Dialogue Project would aim to give 
local people a sense of ownership in finding solutions to address access issues in the NIA, thus 
contributing to the sustainable delivery of those solutions both during and beyond the end of 
the original NIA funding period from Defra. 

The public dialogue was overseen by a planning group which was a sub group of the NIA 
Partnership Board and included members of relevant organisations supportive of and willing to 
contribute to the dialogue process (RSPB, Wildlife Trust, Natural England, University of 
Northampton and River Nene Regional Park).  

The planning group worked in partnership with the dialogue facilitator across five work 
streams: 

• Pilot testing a Community Panel approach to assessing site issues and potential; 

• Roll out of the Community Panel process; 

• Interactive NIA website to provide a space and mechanism for online dialogue; 

• Training and guidance; and 

• Wider engagement with youth and community groups. 

Community Panels 

The first Community Panel process for Northampton Washlands involved 12 members of the 
public who were recruited through a number of means and were not incentivised to attend. 
The Panel operated successfully and, over the course of four meetings, drafted an action plan 
for the Washlands. The action plan consisted of several recommendations about future 
management of the site, and included two options that addressed the most critical issue of 
dog disturbance on bird life. This was presented to the NIA Partnership Board for consideration 
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and the Board took on responsibility for developing projects and funding to implement the 
actions. The key areas of interest included in this action plan6 were: 

• Options for addressing dog disturbance in the basin area through revising current access 
restrictions and / or formalising alternative dog walking areas; 

• Creating a mechanism for ongoing volunteer involvement on the site through the 
formation of a ‘Friends of’ group; 

• Developing mechanisms for surveillance of anti-social behaviour on site; 

• Educating users about the importance of the site and why certain access restrictions are in 
place; 

• Pursuing professional expertise to inform the development of habitat improvements on 
site; and 

• Understanding more about the site’s role with regard to flood management, both 
currently and into the future. 

The second Community Panel process engaged 14 members of the public who participated 
across six Panel meetings. Incentives were not offered to them. Detailed deliberations took 
place and the Panel drafted an action plan for the two adjoining sites of Summer Leys and 
Mary’s Lake. The action plan included a number of recommendations about the future of the 
sites, with a long term aspiration for Mary’s Lake to join Summer Leys in public ownership and 
to be managed as a single entity. There was also a recommendation for the NIA to consider the 
valley as a whole and to create a zoning plan that sets management and access priorities for 
each site, thus ensuring that problems dealt with at one site are not simply pushed elsewhere.  
The key areas of interest in this action plan7 were as follows: 

• Strategy actions – liaison with the owners of Mary’s Lake, develop a strategic zoning plan 
for the valley, establish a process for monitoring species and site use and sharing this data 
with the public, ecological review of Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake, develop citizen’s 
science, strategy for dealing with unseasonal flooding, and management of alien species; 

• Facilities actions – review the site supervision, secure a site warden, more dog poo bins, 
investigate the scope for a Dog Control Zone order, re-start the ‘Friends’ group, add car 
park litter bin, implement a limited ‘stick and flick’ policy, improve the feeding station, 
improve the sand martin site; 

• Communications actions – improved signage, develop user code of conduct, advice to 
micro light pilots, arrange more events, work with local schools; and 

                                                        
6 See Appendix E for more detail 

7 See Appendix J for more detail 
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• Access actions – publicising alternative locations, bramble culling, re-marking the parking 
bays for disabled users, improving access for people with disabilities, improve surfacing in 
places, and addressing impact of the proposed cycle path. 

Other strands of engagement 

The interactive NIA website8 was launched and was used by the University of Northampton as 
part of their cultural ecosystem services mapping exercise, and by the dialogue facilitator to 
create debate around key issues on the sites which were the focus of the second Community 
Panel. Responses and interaction with the dialogue were not as successful as anticipated, and 
there may be several reasons for this – for example, the requirement to register as a user and 
the low number of people who visited the site specifically for the purpose of engaging in 
dialogue. 

The planning group saw the added value the public dialogue process had brought to the NIA 
and decided they wanted to share this with other partners, within the Nene Valley NIA, with 
NIAs across the country and other landscape scale partnerships. A training session was held for 
organisations from the Nene Valley NIA and a comprehensive guidance document9 was 
created that provided background information about public dialogue and a detailed 
description of the Nene Valley Community Panels process. 

The RSPB led on two sets of activities that engaged more broadly with youth and community 
groups: PloverFest and an arts project. 

Summary achievements 

Outputs Outcomes Relevant benefits 

• 26 members of the 

public took part in 
Community Panel 

meetings. 

• 10 Community Panel 
meetings were held, 

four for Northampton 

Washlands and six for 
Summer Leys and 

Mary’s Lake. 

• Vision statements and 
action plans written for 

• There is a body of 

people interested in 
ongoing involvement 

with the two 

Community Panel sites. 

• Outline guidance exists 

to inform the future 

management of two 
key sites in the Nene 

Valley NIA. 

• There is greater 
awareness among a 

• Members of the public 

were engaged in 
deliberation and 

decision-making on 

complex technical / 
ecological issues – they 

brought a new 

dimension to 
discussions about site 

management and 

presented options that 
lead organisations had 

                                                        
8 http://www.nenevalleynia.org/my-nene-valley/ 

9 http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/cms/nature-improvement-areas/  
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the two sites 

(Northampton 
Washlands and Summer 

Leys/Mary’s Lake). 

• Interactive website 
developed to facilitate 

public dialogue online. 

• 187 people participated 
in the website 

photography 

competition. 

• 22 responses were 

made to the questions 

posed on the 
interactive website. 

• 7 people took part in 

the public dialogue 
training session. 

• Public dialogue 

guidance document 
created. 

• 48 members of the 

public took part in 
PloverFest activities. 

number of members of 

the public about the 
ecological value of two 

sites and the impact of 

recreational use. 

• The NIA website will 

continue to be used for 

interacting with and 
engaging in dialogue 

with the public on key 

issues. 

• Material has been 

generated to inform the 

ecosystem services 
analysis of the Nene 

Valley NIA. 

• There are a number of 
people interested in, 

and with a greater 

knowledge of, the good 
practice associated with 

implementing public 

dialogue processes. 

not previously 

considered. Their input 
will be considered 

alongside other 

evidence in future 
policy and decision-

making for both sites. 

 

• The learning from the 

Nene Valley experience 

has been captured and 
recorded for both this 

NIA and other relevant 

organisations and 
partnerships to benefit 

from 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

1.1. NIA Public Dialogue Project 

Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs) were introduced by the Government’s Natural Environment 
White Paper to ‘enhance and reconnect nature on a significant scale’ in England. NIAs are 
designed to revitalise urban and rural areas by creating bigger, inter-connected networks of 
wildlife habitats to re-establish wildlife populations and help achieve nature’s recovery. NIAs 
will improve the health of the natural environment to support food production, reduce flood 
risk and increase access to nature.  
The twelve Nature Improvement Areas (NIAs)10, which were identified in 2011, were given an 
opportunity in late 2012 to apply for funds from Natural England to run a public dialogue 
project as part of their wider work to improve their local natural environment. Each of the 
NIAs for the Meres and Mosses of the Marches, Morecambe Bay Limestones and Wetlands 
and Nene Valley submitted bids for funding and were successful.  

In February 2013 a partnership of Dialogue by Design11 and Icarus12, both independent 
providers of bespoke public and stakeholder dialogue processes, was appointed to assist the 
three NIAs in designing and delivering their public dialogue projects. 

The Public Dialogue Project was funded and supported by Natural England, the Department for 
Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) through the Sciencewise programme13 and the 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra). Each NIA Public Dialogue Project 
received between £30 and £50k worth of facilitator support and the NIA partnerships 
contributed considerable staff hours and venue costs. 

The overarching aim14 of the NIA Public Dialogue Project was stated as: 

To embed public dialogue into local decision making for the 
development of integrated biodiversity, landscape and 

                                                        
10http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20140711133551/http:/www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/conser

vation/biodiversity/funding/nia/projects/default.aspx  
11 www.dialoguebydesign.co.uk 

12 www.icarus.uk.net 

13 Sciencewise is a programme of the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills to support public dialogue 
making involving science and technology issues www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk 

14 Taken from the original ITT for the delivery contractor, December 2012 
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ecosystems policy and practice, within the context of localism and 
Big Society.  
The key objectives15 for the elements of the dialogue covered by the Sciencewise grant are: 

To embed public dialogue in the NIA planning process: 

• To enable NIA partnerships to take evidence-based local policy decisions, dealing with 
varied and novel scientific and technical information and associated complexity and 
uncertainty informed by public opinion; 

• To develop, test and apply novel methods of engagement processes to encourage and 
enable public dialogue in decision making and planning for NIAs; 

To embed public dialogue in national policy learning from NIAs; 

• To learn from (and with) the NIA partnerships about how they present and deal with 
scientific and technical issues to enable local decision making; 

• To encourage the public in the on-going development of integrated policies on locally-
driven, evidence-based conservation and enhancement of landscape, biodiversity, 
ecological networks and ecosystem services; and 

• To facilitate public participation in the evaluation of progress towards ecological and 
wider outcomes of the NIAs. 

The Public Dialogue Project ran from March 2013 until the end of March 2015. The Project was 
independently evaluated throughout by 3KQ16. 

1.2. Nene Valley NIA 

The Nene Valley NIA is re-creating and re-connecting natural areas along the River Nene and 
its tributaries from Daventry to Peterborough.  

The Nene Valley offers a wide range of natural habitats, including wildflower meadows, 
wetlands, marshes, woodlands and wet grasslands. This diversity of habitats makes the valley 
one of the most important inland localities in England for a whole range of wildlife including 
kingfishers, herons, otters and grass snakes. It is also internationally important for its 
populations of over-wintering water birds such as golden plovers, bitterns, wigeon and 
gadwall. The core of the NIA, the Nene Valley floodplain between Northampton and Aldwincle, 
has been classified as a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the European Birds Directive for 
this reason. 

                                                        
15 Taken from the original ITT for the delivery contractor, December 2012 

16 www.3kq.co.uk 
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Chapter 2: Nene Valley Public Dialogue Project 
objectives 
The purpose of the public dialogue in Nene Valley NIA was described as follows: 

To engage local people in meaningful dialogue about the NIA and 
relevant policies. 
The intention was that the Public Dialogue Project would give local people a sense of 
ownership in finding solutions to address access issues in the NIA, thus contributing to the 
sustainable delivery of those solutions both during and beyond the end of the initial Defra 
funded NIA period. (see Appendix A for the Public Dialogue Action Plan) 

It is important to note that the government funding for the NIA (via Natural England) came to 
an end in March 2015. It is the government’s aspiration however that the NIAs will continue to 
exist post March 2015, utilising existing resources and other sources of external funding as 
they become available. Indeed, it has always been the case that the Nene Valley NIA saw the 
three year initial funded period as something of a ‘set up’ phase, with the more significant 
elements of delivery commencing after the end of central funding; a substantial Heritage 
Lottery Fund application is being prepared to support the continuing work of the NIA. 

As a result, the long-term goal was to engage the public so they could contribute to the Nene 
Valley NIA objectives, particularly with regards to contributing to policy that would: 

• Foster positive landowner / public relations; 

• Encourage sustainable access to the countryside to improve health and wellbeing; and 

• Mitigate the impacts of recreational disturbance in the Special Protection Area. 

The NIA Public Dialogue process hoped to achieve this by working within an agreed set of 
parameters: 

• Ensuring the public was informed of the evidence base being generated by the NIA and 
had a chance to contribute to it themselves; 

• Engaging the public in genuine and informed debate about the solutions for the issues 
on specific sites across the NIA; 

• Reaching out to ‘hard to reach’ groups to enable their voices to be heard in the 
debates about possible solutions; 

• Using methods that were appropriate to different audiences; 

• Applying transparent decision-making processes that make it clear how the public’s 
contributions are reflected in the choices the NIA partnership made; and 

• Building on existing work and relationships, avoiding the duplication of communication 
with the public, and ensuring that all engagement is meaningful with the above 
purpose in mind. 
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The Nene Valley NIA Public Dialogue Project plan was agreed in early 2013 and consisted of 
five work streams over two years: 

• Testing the approach to public dialogue; 

• Rolling out the approach to public dialogue; 

• Interactive website design; 

• Training and guidance; and 

• Wider engagement with youth and community groups (PloverFest and the arts 
project). 
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Workstream 1
Community Panel pilot; Northampton 
Washlands
Planning for pilot
Recruitment for Panel
Panel meetings
Production of Action Plan
Presentation of Action plan to Board

Workstream 2
 Roll out of Community Panel process; Summer 
Leys/Mary's Lake
Review learning from pilot and assess visitor 
access research
Planning for Panel
Recruitment for Panel
Panel meetings
Production of Action Plan
Presentation of Action Plan to Board

Workstream 3  Interactive website
Website specification developed
Website contractor commissioned
Website developed
Website launched
Online dialogue 

Workstream 4 Training and guidance
Training plan developed and delivered
Guidance paper drafted and edited

Workstream 5
Wider engagement with youth and community 
groups
PloverFest design and delivery
Arts activities and installations
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Chapter 3: Governance 
Nene Valley NIA has planning groups for each of its five objectives, and the public dialogue 
work was developed by the group responsible for objective two -  “enhance public awareness, 
access and benefits of the NIA in a sustainable and sympathetic way, while ensuring that the 
designated sites at the core remain in favourable condition”.  

The planning group was made up of a number of organisations from the NIA partnership and 
included the RSPB’s representative on the NIA Partnership Board, who acted as the primary 
link between the planning group and the NIA Board. The other members of the planning group 
were Natural England, University of Northampton, The Wildlife Trust for Bedfordshire, 
Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire, and River Nene Regional Park. 

The planning group secured the Natural England / Sciencewise funding for the Public Dialogue 
Project, and member organisations committed to providing matched funding through the 
provision of meeting space and staff resources to support and be involved in public dialogue 
work. The group also took a very active role in shaping the dialogue process from the outset, 
and provided support to the facilitator in designing the detail of the process, as well as with 
project delivery: 

• Natural England attended Panel meetings and provided technical expertise and 
background information between meetings; 

• The Wildlife Trust helped with recruitment of Community Panel members, including 
on-site presence. The Reserves Manager attended the second round of Community 
Panel meetings and led a guided walk which formed part of a process of wider 
consultation; 

• The Wildlife Trust and the University of Northampton led on commissioning the NIA 
website, and acted as the main point of contact with the contractors; 

• River Nene Regional Park (RNRP) helped with Community Panel recruitment and 
played a crucial role in booking meeting venues for the first round of Community Panel 
meetings. They also provided technical expertise, background information between 
Panel meetings and support facilitation at meetings; 

• River Nene Regional Park’s Chief Executive acted as a ‘sounding board’ for the 
facilitator on the detailed design of individual dialogue sessions; 

• The RSPB attended Community Panel meetings and provided technical expertise and 
background information between meetings and covered room hire costs for the 
Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake Community Panel; and 

• The RSPB led on PloverFest and the arts project, co-ordinating the activities and 
providing staff to run individual events, with additional support from Wildlife Trust 
officers. 

The findings from the two sets of Community Panels were drafted into site action plans and 
presented to the NIA Partnership Board by the facilitator, with support from Natural England 
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and RNRP. It is the Board’s role to develop and oversee the strategy for the NIA, to take action 
that will benefit wildlife and people, and encourage more local people to engage with 
nature.  As a result, for the dialogue process to be deemed successful, the Board must adopt 
and seek to implement the findings it generates.  To date, the plans have been adopted by the 
Board and the funding for individual aspects are being explored, as well as being included in 
the Heritage Lottery Fund bid. Actual implementation of many projects depends on the 
success of further funding bids. 
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Chapter 4: Nene Valley NIA Public Dialogue process 
Workstream 1 - Testing the approach to public 
dialogue 

4.1. Background 

The NIA proposed testing out an approach to public dialogue that centred on the creation of 
Community Panels for considering issues around the use and management of specific sites, to 
draft action plans, and thereafter make recommendations to the NIA Partnership Board.  

In year one of the project (2013/14) a Community Panel was formed to look at the issues at a 
site called Northampton Washlands. The intention was to use this as a pilot for up to three 
more Community Panels to run in year two of the project (2014/15). The NIA made a 
commitment to link the outputs of at least one of the Community Panels held in year two to 
outreach work in local schools, and to a local event tentatively called “PloverFest”. 

The Washlands was chosen as the pilot project because it is one of the most important parts of 
the SPA, particularly for over-wintering golden plovers and wigeon. It is also a popular site for 
informal recreation including bird watching, dog walking and jogging. Some visitors and dogs 
stray from the footpaths and disturb the birds, and the tenant farmer also reports significant 
problems with dogs worrying, injuring and killing sheep. In addition, the Washlands is an 
operational flood storage reservoir. Part of the reasoning for selecting this site for the pilot 
project was a formal evidence base that showed how recreational disturbance was causing 
problems for the over wintering bird populations at the site. 

Recruitment for the Northampton Washlands Community Panel took place in autumn 2013. 
Recruitment took longer than expected, but 12 people were recruited to take part in the 
Panel. This group were felt to represent a good spread of interests including bird-watchers, 
dog walkers and outdoor recreation enthusiasts. On-site advertising (posters with a contact 
number, backed up by a couple of days of Wildlife Trust and RNRP time on site to speak to 
potential Panel members) proved much more productive than newspaper articles (see 
Appendix B for publicity material). Crucially, despite expressing initial concerns about the 
intention behind the creation of the Panel, the site’s tenant farmer also attended all its 
meetings and participated fully in discussions. Active participation by Natural England and 
RSPB staff was also important, providing technical expertise and acting as a “sounding board” 
for ideas generated by the Panel.  

Incentives were not offered to encourage members of the public to take part in this process 
because the planning group were relatively confident that they would not be needed and that 
it would be possible to interest sufficient members of the public without financial incentives. It 
did prove possible to attract a broad range of members of the public without the need for 
incentives. 
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4.2. The Northampton Washlands Community Panel sessions 

The Panel met five times in total, as follows (see Appendix C for facilitation plans): 

Meeting Attendees Actions 

Meeting 1: 
4th December 
2013 

Attended by 6 
members of the public, 
plus RSPB, RNRP, 
Natural England. 

• Explained role and purpose of the Panel 

• Discussed the parameters of the Panel’s work 

• Developed an overview of the issues in 
Northampton Washlands 

Meeting 2: 
21st January 
2014 

Attended by 9 
members of the public, 
plus RNRP, Natural 
England. 

• Discussed ‘vision’ and aspirations for the site 

• Considered the benefits, issues and problems 
related to the site ecology, agriculture, recreational 
use, and flood prevention purpose 

Meeting 3: 
25th February 
2014 

Attended by 6 
members of the public, 
plus RSPB, RNRP, 3KQ 
observer (evaluators). 

• Generated actions related to the site ecology, 
agriculture, recreational use, and flood prevention 
purpose - reflecting the agreed vision 

Interim 
meeting: 3rd 
March 2014 

Attended by 2 
members of the public, 
plus RSPB. 

• Daytime meeting, to coincide with facilitator being 
in Northampton, with open invitation for Panel 
members to help sort the actions generated at 
meeting 3 

Meeting 4 / 
final 
meeting: 11th 
March 2014 

Attended by 5 
members of the public, 
plus RNRP. 

• Examined the action sheets developed following the 
interim meeting to formulate proposals to go to the 
NIA Board. Very constructive meeting with two 
options for specific ways forward to address 
recreational / dog disturbance 

• All five attendees expressed an interest in 
continuing to be involved with the site in a 
voluntary capacity, possibly through a ‘Friends Of’ 
group 

This table shows that, while 12 members of the public were recruited, a maximum of 9 
attended on any one occasion. Across the spread of meetings there was relatively consistent 
attendance from a core of 6 people. Of the remaining 6 people, 2 attended only 1 meeting, 
and the other 4 came to 2 meetings. It was clear that it was hard for people to join the Panel 
part way through the process. Core members of the group had bonded by this point and the 
iterative nature of the process meant that new people joined the deliberations part way 
through, without the background understanding of what had gone before. With such an 
iterative process there is a degree of repetition between sessions, but the core of the activity is 
to build on the deliberations and conclusions reached on earlier occasions with the goal of 
successively working towards the agreed end point (see Vision table below), in this case the 
drafting of a site action plan.   When people joined the Panel part way through they were not 
party to those collective deliberations and had not had the opportunity to share their 
perspectives and those of others. As a result, the introduction of new people to the process 
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was quite disruptive to the general flow of the process and incremental, iterative nature of the 
deliberations. 

Notes were taken at each Panel meeting and every worksheet etc. was typed up. Together 
these were sent to the Panel members as soon as possible after each meeting, and were used 
as the basis for the content of the next session (see Appendix D). In addition, the facilitator 
also spent time between meetings securing answers to any questions posed by Panel 
members, and the responses were fed back to participants as part of their mailings, or at the 
next meeting. The NIA and partners had to find answers to Panel members’ questions very 
quickly to keep the momentum going in the process. This worked when those organisations or 
individuals already involved in the process could respond; it was harder to achieve quick 
turnaround from other organisations not directly involved in the dialogue process. 

The Public Dialogue process produced an outline action plan for Northampton Washlands that 
included a vision for the site, plus recommendations for a range of management activities. This 
plan was presented to the NIA Partnership Board on 18th March 2014. At this meeting NIA 
members expressed their gratitude for the work done by Panel members and committed to 
exploring the action plan in more detail, including seeking funds for those activities that would 
require investment. 

In addition to these formal meetings, and as part of the “PloverFest” series of events, the RSPB 
staged a day-long watchpoint at the Washland on Saturday 8 November 2014, with the tenant 
farmer’s permission. It was originally planned that one of the Northampton Washland Panel 
members would help, but was ill on the day. Two RSPB staff provided views of wintering birds 
through telescopes to visitors for around 6 hours before heavy rain set in, and spoke to 21 
individual visitors about their perceptions of the site and the Nene Valley in general. This data 
was passed to the University of Northampton for inclusion in the wider body of evidence being 
gathered about community perceptions of the local area. 

 

The Vision for Northampton Washlands 

In 2020 Northampton Washlands will: 

• Perform its purposes as a flood prevention scheme; 

• Retain the high ecological value of its bird populations and maintain its protected status;  

• Provide access for the general public along the Public Right of Way and the permitted paths; 

• Provide for well managed recreation; 

• Provide information to and engage its users; and   

• Be a site for sustainable agricultural use. 

A management plan will be in place that includes details about how these purposes are managed in a 
complementary way so that no single purpose adversely affects the others. 
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Outputs Outcomes Relevant benefits 

• 12 members of the 
public attended Panel 
meetings 

 

• 4 Panel meetings were 
held, plus one interim 
meeting 

• Action plan and vision 
document produced 

• A body of people 
interested in continuing 
their involvement in 
managing the 
Washlands 

• An outline action plan 
and vision to guide the 
ongoing work on site 

• Greater awareness 
among a number of 
members of the public 
about the ecological 
value of the site and the 
impact of recreational 
disturbance, and 
balancing these 
interests with  ensuring 
the farmers’ livelihood 
is protected 

• Members of the public 
were engaged in 
deliberation and 
decision making on 
complex technical / 
ecological issues – they 
brought a new 
dimension to site 
management and 
presented options that 
the lead organisations 
had not considered. 
Their input will be 
considered alongside 
other evidence in the 
future policy making for 
the site 

4.3. The debate at Northampton Washlands Community Panel 
sessions 

The level of debate and engagement during the Panel meetings was of a very high standard. All 
attendees demonstrated a willingness to share their own knowledge, as well as to learn from 
others. The use of a professional, independent facilitator and a purpose-designed process 
enabled participants to engage with complex technical issues and to produce clear thinking 
and constructive deliberation.  

Being able to use the technical knowledge and networks of NIA partner agencies was key to 
providing timely responses to questions from the Panel members at and between, meetings. 
Independent, skilled facilitation kept the process on track and delivered what the process set 
out to do. 

A key aspect of this process was that it was aimed at the general public – this was not about 
securing a representative sample of interest groups or stakeholders. Some Panel members 
were seasoned bird watchers and recorders; someone was interested in local history; 
someone had recently written a book on the future relationship between our economy and 
the environment; mixed with dog walkers and recreational users of the site. This combination 
of people was felt to be crucial to the development of a balanced and achievable vision for the 
site. 

With such a mix of participants, agreement was not always immediately possible. It should be 
noted that the style of the sessions was not to focus on areas of ‘disagreement’. Rather it was 
on taking into account everyone’s perspective; seeking understanding about why certain 
decisions had been made in the past; exploring the wider implications of the behaviours of a 
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minority of users; and the technicalities resulting from private ownership and the international 
SPA designation.  

There were some issues however that remained more controversial than others and the Panel 
worked hard to develop a better understanding of the broad context in each instance and to 
consider workable solutions (as outlined in the action plan [see Appendix E). This meant 
understanding what decisions had been made in the past and why; considering the obligations 
of the landowner given the protected status of the site; taking into account the economic 
context for the landowner and tenant farmer; and thinking about the perceptions and 
behaviours of users. 

The main issues around which there was significant deliberation were: 

• A concern that all dog owners could have their access restricted due to the poor 
behaviour of a minority (e.g. dogs off leads, dogs in the water basin); 

• Concern about the public perception of the impact of the landowner’s shoot on the 
site on bird populations, while within an area with international designation for its bird 
life; and 

• Lack of clarity about why anglers were allowed access to the lake edge, while other 
users were restricted. 

4.4. Influence 

The main route of influence for the Washlands Panel was the action plan presented to the NIA 
Partnership Board. While this was accepted by the Board, and members were clearly 
impressed by the work done by the Panel, there was some sense of uncertainty about what to 
do next about the recommendations. Some Board members felt unable to discuss them 
further without attached costings and did not seem to appreciate the limitations of a group 
like the Panel to work to such a level of detail. It is unclear whether the Board has made any 
firm decisions about any of the recommendations since the action plan was presented to 
them, and this appears to be one weak area in the overall process. However, it is important to 
recognise that the NIA Board relies for project delivery on its constituent member 
organisations, who in turn rely in most cases on external grant funding to accomplish projects 
like habitat management and improvements to visitor infrastructure.  

The NIA Board submitted a bid for a Heritage Lottery Fund Landscape Partnership Project in 
May 2014 that was later withdrawn on the HLF panel’s advice, in part, to improve community 
consultation and representation in the bid. Work is under way (spring 2015) to take on board 
the HLF panel’s advice ready to submit an improved bid in May 2015. The evidence gathered 
by the Northampton Washlands Panel, the contacts developed through it, and the project 
ideas captured in the action plan are all being used proactively in helping shape the revised 
bid. The same is true of the Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake Panel and action plan. 

Some projects are being taken forward. The fencing project along the A45 (to provide a safe 
alternative dog-walking area) has been costed up and the complexities of land ownerships and 
necessary permissions and consents are being investigated by a sub-group of the NIA 
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partnership, so that when funding can be found the project can be submitted without delay. 
The landowner has agreed henceforth to restrict vehicle access for anglers within the basin of 
the Washland. And the RSPB has committed to lending start-up support for local people 
interested in forming a ‘Friends of’ group for the Washland, although this has yet to 
commence. Group members expressed their views about the process through the evaluation 
forms provided by the external evaluators. They expressed relative optimism about what the 
Panel will have achieved, for example: 

“Hoping it will secure buy in to solutions rather than something ‘imposed from 
high’” 

“Greater understanding among interested parties.” 

The relationship between the Community Panel and the Washlands tenant farmer is also 
worth noting. By the end of the Panel process there was a genuine sense of a shared 
undertaking to protect the farmer’s livelihood and stock alongside good ecological 
management decisions. This was a significant outcome given the farmer’s initial reluctance to 
take part in the process and his cynicism that it would be of any real benefit to him.  
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Chapter 5: Nene Valley NIA Public Dialogue process 
Workstream 2 - Rolling out the approach to public 
dialogue 

5.1. Background 

The original plan was to roll out public dialogue on up to three more sites, based on the 
learning from the pilot period in 2013/2014 and results of the Footprint Ecology research 
(visitor access study)17. 

The NIA experience of running the Washlands Community Panel was reviewed and the 
learning noted in order to feed into the roll out to further Panels. The planning group 
examined the findings of the SPA-wide research completed for the NIA partnership by 
Footprint Ecology Ltd (the Visitor Access Study) and established that there were only two 
further sites merited attention through the formation of a Community Panel. Given these sites 
were immediately adjacent, and that visitor pressure on one would have a knock-on impact on 
the other, it was decided to create one Community Panel to cover them together, for Summer 
Leys and Mary’s Lake (referred to as one site elsewhere in this report).  

The Wildlife Trust for Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire and Northamptonshire purchased Summer 
Leys Local Nature Reserve in 2008 with funding from Natural England through Defra’s 
Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund and the Department of Communities and Local 
Government. Previously the reserve was owned by Hanson Aggregates UK and leased to 
Northamptonshire County Council. They worked with the Wildlife Trust to develop the site and 
designated it as a local nature reserve, to help ensure that the site was accessible for future 
generations to enjoy. Like many other areas in the Nene Valley, the reserve was formed 
following gravel and sand extraction and designed to create the right conditions for a variety of 
wildlife, for example by minimising access to the lake by users and their dogs. The habitats 
created were the flooded gravel pits, flood meadows, species rich neutral grassland and 
mature hedges. The reserve is part of a larger Site of Special Scientific Interest, which is an 
important refuge for wintering and breeding birds, including golden plover, lapwing, wigeon 
and shoveler, and is located in a rural area.  

The status of Mary’s Lake is different and it remains under the ownership of Hanson 
Aggregates UK. Public rights of way run along two sides of the lake and, until recently, these 
were linked by informal access along the third side. The angling syndicate that is licensed to 
fish on the lake have (legitimately) blocked this route.  To complete a circuit of the lake visitors 
now have to follow a slightly longer route. 

                                                        
17 Liley D, Floyd L, Cruickshanks K, Fearnley H (2013) Visitor Access Study of the Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits SPA, 

UK: Footprint Ecology. 
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Early in the Community Panel process participants decided to consider the two lakes as a single 
site, and this in turn became one of the Panel’s aspirations – that Mary’s Lake would come into 
nature conservation management at some point in the future and could then be actively 
managed alongside Summer Leys.  

The experience of recruiting for this Community Panel was similar to that for the Washlands. 
The start of the process was set back when not enough people came forward, but with more 
intensive recruitment methods, including more time on site, a total of 14 members of the 
public eventually volunteered to take part. Active participation by Natural England, the RSPB 
and the Wildlife Trust’s Reserves Manager was again crucial in providing technical expertise to 
the deliberations, as well as a degree of credibility to the process from the perspective of the 
participants. The publicity material used was adapted from that used for the Northampton 
Washlands Community Panel (see Appendix B).  

5.2. The Summer Leys / Mary’s Lake Community Panel sessions 

The Panel met six times in total. Four sessions were originally planned, but Panel members 
were keen to engage in detailed dialogue and offered to attend more meetings.  One 
participant commented (sourced from the workshop 6 evaluation form): 

“6 meetings was tough but worthwhile. I was impressed by how committed 
everyone was to the whole process.” 

The facilitation plans for these meetings largely mirrored those for the Washlands Panel (see 
Appendix C). 

Meeting Attendees Actions 

Meeting 1: 
23rd 
September 
2014 

Attended by 5 
members of the public, 
plus RSPB, River Nene 
Regional Park, Wildlife 
Trust 

• Explained role and purpose of the Panel 

• Discussed the parameters of the Panel’s work 

• Developed an overview of the issues in Summer 
Leys / Mary’s Lake 

Meeting 2: 
7th October 
2014 

Attended by 11 
members of the public, 
plus River Nene 
Regional Park, Natural 
England, Wildlife Trust 

• Discussed ‘vision’ and aspirations for the site 

• Drafted vision for the site 

Meeting 3: 
21st October 
2014 

Attended by 8 
members of the public, 
plus RSPB, River Nene 
Regional Park, RSPB, 
Natural England, 
Sciencewise observer 

• Considered the benefits, issues and problems 
related to the site ecology / wildlife, recreational 
use, and land management 

Meeting 4: 
4th November 
2014 

Attended by 11 
members of the public, 
plus RSPB, Natural 
England, River Nene 
Regional Park, Wildlife 

• Vision confirmed 

• Analysis of the benefits, issues and problems 
related to the site ecology / wildlife, recreational 
use, and land management 
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Trust 

Meeting 5: 
18th 
November 
2014 

Attended by 12 
members of the public, 
plus River Nene 
Regional Park, RSPB, 
Natural England, 
Wildlife Trust 

• Drafting actions to move from the current position 
to realise the agreed vision 

• Refining the actions 

• Sorting actions against a matrix: ‘must have’ or ‘nice 
to have’ plus ‘hard to implement’ or ‘easy to 
implement’ 

Meeting 6: 
2nd December 
2014 

 

Attended by 11 
members of the public, 
plus River Nene 
Regional Park, RSPB, 
Natural England, 
Wildlife Trust 

• Examined the actions in more detail, formulated 
proposals to go to the NIA Board 

• A number of attendees expressed an interest in 
continuing to be involved with the site in a 
voluntary capacity, possibly through re-establishing 
a ‘Friends Of’ group (including one volunteer to co-
ordinate the group)18 

 

Attendance at the Panel meetings by members of the public was consistently high. When more 
people turned up to the second meeting than the first, it was necessary to repeat some of the 
work undertaken in the initial meeting. This duplication was necessary to ensure that the 
process could proceed with a shared understanding between Panel members about the 
process and their different perspectives about the site and to avoid disruption noted by ‘late 
joiners’ for the pilot Washlands Community Panel. 

Several other activities took place in addition to these formal meetings: 

• Survey: Panel members were aware that there were gaps in their knowledge and 
therefore created a survey to reach a wider range of users (for example, runners, 
parents with young children / pushchairs, people with disabilities) which was used in 
the following ways: 

− Panel members took copies to site and interviewed other users using the survey 
format (see Appendix F); and 

− Panel members placed flyers under car windscreens in the car park, directing users to 
the online version of the survey (see Appendix G). 

31 surveys were completed in total, adding to the Panel’s understanding of what users 
think of the site and how they use it. One of the key areas of understanding developed 
through this additional work was an appreciation of the needs of disabled people who use 
the site, particularly those with mobility problems and in wheelchairs. See Appendix H for 
the full results.  

                                                        
18 The ‘Friends of’ group had previously disbanded when there were no volunteers able to take on its co-ordination. 
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• Website: key questions about the site were posted on the Nene Valley NIA interactive 
website (www.nenevalleynia.org). These generated just two responses (see Chapter 6 
for commentary). 

• Guided walk: a guided walk around the site was planned as part of a wider events 
programme in Northamptonshire (described above as ‘PloverFest’). The Wildlife Trust 
Reserves Manager led this and volunteers from the Panel accompanied her, taking the 
opportunity to explain about the work of the Panel and finding out the perspectives of 
the seven walk participants about the site. At the same time the facilitator and a 
colleague remained in the Summer Leys car park, talking to visitors about their use of 
the site and posing specific questions that had been devised by the Panel to fill further 
gaps in their knowledge: 

− Do you know where Mary’s Lake is? 

− What do you know about it? 

− Do you ever go there? 

− If yes, why do you choose to go there? 

As with the Washlands Community Panel, notes were taken at each Panel meeting and every 
worksheet etc. was typed up. Together these were sent to the Panel members as soon as 
possible after each meeting, and were used as the basis for the content of the next session 
(see Appendix I).   

All of this work fed into the creation of a detailed action plan that included a vision for the site, 
plus recommendations for a wide range of management activities, with analysis of their 
relative importance and ease of implementation (see Appendix J). The plan was presented to 
the NIA Partnership Board on 12th December 2014. At this meeting NIA members expressed 
their gratitude for the work done by Panel members; and committed to exploring the action 
plan in more detail, including seeking funds for those activities that would require investment.  

The Vision for Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake 

In 2024 Summer Leys will be managed primarily for its nature conservation value. It will retain its high 
ecological value and maintain the protected status. 

Use by the public will be managed and will: 

• ensure good access for people with disabilities; 

• provide access for the public along the Public Rights of Way and the permissive paths; 

• provide information to users about the value of the site and recommended behaviours; and 

• engage its users. 

The Wildlife Trust management plan will be in place that includes detail about how these purposes are 
managed. This management plan will sit within a strategic level zoning plan for this section of the valley, 
so each site can be managed for its primary purpose/s. 
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(This vision refers to Summer Leys only. This was a deliberate decision by the Community Panel to 
reflect their aspiration for Mary’s Lake to come into public ownership and to become part of a single 
Summer Leys complex.) 

 

Outputs Outcomes Relevant benefits 

• 14 members of the 
public attended Panel 

meetings 

• 6 Panel meetings were 
held 

• 31 people responded to 

the face to face and 
online survey 

• 7 people took part in 

the guided walk on site 

• Action plan and vision 

document produced 

• A body of people 
interested in a 

continuing involvement 

in managing Summer 
Leys and Mary’s Lake 

• An outline action plan 

and vision to guide the 
ongoing work on site 

• Greater awareness 

among a number of 
members of the public 

about the ecological 

value of the site and the 
potential conflicts 

between different 

recreational uses 

• Greater awareness 

among land managers 

(reserve and privately 
owned neighbouring 

farmland) about the 

public’s use of and 
concern for the site and 

its environs 

• Members of the public 
were engaged in 

deliberation and 

decision making on 
complex technical / 

ecological issues – they 

brought a new 
dimension to site 

management and 

presented options that 
the lead organisations 

had not considered. 

Their input will be 
considered alongside 

other evidence in the 

future policy making for 
the site 

5.3. The debate and Summer Leys / Mary’s Lake Community 
Panel sessions 

This Community Panel was again very successful. The level of participation by members of the 
public was consistently high, and did not decline as the process progressed. This suggests that 
their interest was maintained throughout and their level of commitment to both the Public 
Dialogue process and the site itself was considerably high. This was also demonstrated by their 
commitment to help with on-site surveying, volunteering to accompany the guided walk, and 
by committing to attending two additional Panel meetings. Participants expressed the 
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following views about the debates and the process (comments sourced from evaluation forms 
supplied by the programme evaluators): 

“Very useful exercise and discussions.” 

“Well run / organised so that participants’ time wasn’t wasted. A useful build up 
week by week in order to inform the subsequent meeting and move on quickly and 
effectively.” 

“Useful to meet and discuss topics raised wit ‘like minded’ people.” 

The deliberation that took place was considered and detailed. Although there was a sense of 
“no major issues” among Panel members at the start, they undertook a forensic analysis of the 
site’s current situation in order to assess how it could achieve the vision they had drafted, and 
as a result created a detailed and insightful action plan. 

A range of perspectives was in evidence. Participants included avid bird watchers, wildlife 
photographers, dog walkers and local farmers. As with the Washlands Community Panel, the 
facilitated process enabled people to share their views in a non-confrontational way and be 
open to questioning from others. It was designed to ensure that the views of dominant 
individuals did not take precedence, primarily by working in pairs and small groups that 
included one of the professionals present to help manage the discussions.  

The main issues around which there was significant deliberation were: 

• ‘After dark’, anti-social use of the site; 

• Managing the tandem issues of dog off leads and dog waste; 

• Managing increasing use of Summer Leys by different kinds of users, likely to grow 
further given the scale of planned local developments ; and 

• Ensuring good management of Mary’s Lake and working towards securing active 
nature conservation management of the site and to benefit the public.   

5.4. Influence 

The Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake action plan was presented to the NIA Partnership Board and 
members took considerable interest in it.  Given that the Board was familiar with the earlier 
example, this action plan was received more positively. It was clear that Board members were 
more aware of the Public Dialogue process and had a better understanding of the genesis of 
the action plan and what their role with respect to it should be.  

As is (now) the case with the work of the Northampton Washland Community Panel, NIA 
partners are using the findings of the process to inform both how they will engage on the HLF 
submission they are making, and about specific proposals to include within it. 

The Wildlife Trust, as owners/managers of the Summer Leys area, have also made a 
commitment to take into consideration the findings and proposals of the Panel when the 
management plan for the site is next reviewed. The NIA partnership in general, which includes 
Natural England, will continue to build a closer working relationship with Hanson Aggregates 
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UK in a bid to secure the active management of Mary’s Lake and its surroundings for nature 
and the local community. We should recognise, however, that any negotiations over land 
tenure and management can take a long time to resolve. 
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Chapter 6: Nene Valley NIA Public Dialogue process 
Workstream 3 - Interactive website design 

6.1. Background 

The focus of this workstream was to design a new Nene Valley NIA website19 that incorporated 
a significant opportunity for facilitating public dialogue. This would allow a diverse mix of 
public participants with a range of views and values to input to mapping and assessment of 
sites and provide information about usage in the Nene Valley NIA in order to inform policy 
making.  

There were two key aspects to this dialogue exercise via the website: 

a. Commissioned by the University of Northampton – To allow members of the public 
to indicate areas in the NIA that are important to them for providing cultural 
ecosystem services, by marking on a map the locations that they find personally 
important for visual appeal, recreation, psychological well-being and other cultural 
ecosystem services. This to be backed up by a short survey asking contextual 
information on factors such as age, socio-economic status, home postcode and so 
on, and a few questions on opinions related to cultural ecosystem services and the 
natural environment (scored on a 5-point Likert scale20). The end product will be a 
series of maps showing the density of cultural service provision across the NIA that 
can be compared with maps of other ecosystem services and biodiversity maps. 

b. Commissioned by the Public Dialogue Project facilitator - To allow the NIA 
partnership to pose questions specific to the sites being considered by Community 
Panels, thereby gauging opinions from a broader range of members of the public. 

6.2. Development of the website  

A tendering process in November-December 2013 resulted in a company called Kinetic 
Creative Ltd being commissioned to design and build the website to a detailed brief provided 
by Dialogue by Design and Icarus, the University of Northampton and the NIA. The website was 
delivered several months later than planned and with much more input from the NIA project 
team than originally envisaged since the contractors struggled to design what was included in 
the brief. 

                                                        
19 http://www.nenevalleynia.org/  

20 This is a statistical / research tool that uses a unidimensional scaling to identify preferences in response to a 
single question. 
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The website was launched at the end of August 2014, incorporating a photographic 
competition to generate interest in the site. There was good coverage in the media, including 
interviews on BBC Radio Northampton, plus local papers and social media. See the website at 
http://www.nenevalleynia.org 

6.3. The debate on the website 
The photo competition generated a lot of interest, with a total of 187 photographs entered. 
Winners were chosen by public vote, with prizes sponsored by Opticron and Anglian Water, 
and a display of the winning and highly commended images was exhibited at Stanwick Lakes 
visitor centre in the NIA during the autumn.  This was very well received and the exhibition was 
extended by two weeks due to popular demand. 

The photo competition generated considerable internet traffic for the site, with over 17,000 
page views across the whole website from 2,000 different people over the six weeks that the 
competition was running.  This was up from c. 4,400 page views for the whole previous year. 
After the photo competition finished, interest remained relatively high in the autumn, with 
over 2,000 hits a month from over 500 different people.  Interest then fell back to c.800 page 
views from about 250 different people per month, still considerably higher than before the 
website re-launch. 

Engagement with the dialogue aspects of the website was at fairly low levels; 20 people posted 
information in response to the University’s area of questioning around ecosystem services; 2 
responded to the specific Community Panel questions. The responses are included as Appendix 
K to this report. 

Outputs Outcomes Relevant benefits 

• 187 photographs 
entered into 

competition, 

generating significant 
traffic for the website 

• 22 people interacted 

with questions / 
discussions on the 

website 

• Significantly increased 
levels of interest from 

the general public in 

the NIA / its website 

• Data generated to 

create cultural 

ecosystem services map 
for the Nene Valley NIA 

• Commentary on key 

Community Panel 
questions from 

members of the public 

• Ecosystem mapping 
enabling the multiple 

benefits provided by 

different parts of the 
Nene Valley to be 

identified, and the 

trade-offs and synergies 
between ecosystem 

services and between 

ecosystem services and 
biodiversity – 

contributing to 

understanding the 
interdependencies 

between the natural 

environment, people 
and the economy in the 

Nene Valley NIA 
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6.4. Influence 

Cultural ecosystem services are an essential component of the services delivered by the 
natural environment and yet are regularly ignored in decision-making, in part because it is 
difficult to collect information on them. The website is designed to collect this information in a 
way that can then be compared with a full complement of other ecosystem services and with 
detailed biodiversity maps. This enables the NIA Partnership Board to take more joined up 
policy decisions that consider all of the multiple benefits provided by the natural environment.  

The data collected by the website highlights how respondents have interpreted the landscape 
and special places. The sites most commonly referenced are those for recreation and leisure; 
followed by those where it is good to view wildlife.  

The information being collected is complementary to the more detailed Footprint Ecology 
research, as the website collects information on additional cultural ecosystem services and 
also for a wider area (the whole of the NIA area plus buffer) rather than just the SPA. The 
University of Northampton was able to produce a map of cultural ecosystem services, by 
combining data captured through the website with that from other sources. This is currently 
being combined with maps of other ecosystem services to examine the multiple benefits 
provided by different parts of the Nene Valley, and the trade-offs and synergies between 
ecosystem services and between ecosystem services and biodiversity.  This is ultimately 
helping the Nene Valley NIA to understand the interdependencies between the natural 
environment, people and the economy. 

In addition, the site-specific questions have been used by the dialogue facilitator and the 
relevant Community Panel to help inform their thinking and the development of a site action 
plan. 

What is clear is that websites alone do not generate dialogue. Firstly, potential users need to 
be driven to the site – through publicity, incentivising, or through natural searches benefiting 
from search engine optimisation, for example. Secondly, the site needs to be designed in a way 
where discussion is encouraged – for example, where the moderator or others who have 
posted, can comment on what has been posted. Thirdly, it may be the case that the 
requirement to register as a user, discouraged people from taking part in the online 
discussions.  
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Chapter 7: Nene Valley NIA Public Dialogue process 
Workstream 4 – Training and guidance 

7.1. Background 

The planning group for the Public Dialogue Project consisted of a core set of NIA partner 
organisations who benefited from seeing the process first hand, and witnessing the high 
quality of deliberation that took place. However other partners’ involvement was limited to 
hearing updates at NIA Partnership Board meetings and seeing the site action plans.  

The planning group could clearly see the added value the process brought to the NIA and 
wanted to ensure that this was shared with other partners in order to: 

• Ensure the learning from running the Public Dialogue Project was embedded across 
the NIA Partnership; 

• Give partners the opportunity to understand more about what is entailed in a public 
dialogue process; and 

• Help partners understand when a similar approach would be appropriate in the future. 

A training session was held with partners covering these points, and a comprehensive 
guidance document was produced that could be used by partners on an ongoing basis, and 
further afield in other NIAs or for other landscape scale partnerships and projects. 

7.2. Content of the training and guidance 

A two hour training session was held on Tuesday, 16th December 2014 to follow on from an 
NIA Partnership Board meeting. It was led by the public dialogue facilitator and seven people 
attended, representing local authorities, the RSPB, River Nene Regional Park and the Wildlife 
Trust. There were several objectives for the session: 

• Learn more about what is meant by public dialogue and how it differs from other 
forms of engaging the public; 

• Consider the situations in which public dialogue is beneficial; 

• Understand the conditions for planning and delivering a public dialogue process; 

• Hear about how we approached public dialogue in the Nene Valley NIA; and 

• Discuss areas of partners’ work where they might want to consider using public 
dialogue. 

The detailed facilitation plan for the workshop is included as Appendix L. 

Feedback from participants was very positive. Aspects of the session that they found most 
useful included: defining public dialogue; examining the Summer Leys Community Panel as a 
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case study; exercises that made them think about when a public dialogue process is 
appropriate and when it is not.  

The session was also an opportunity to find out from participants what they would want from 
a guidance document. It was explained that the slides used during the session (see Appendix 
M) were intended to form the basis of the content of the guidance; they were asked to reflect 
on this and to suggest what adaptations may be required. This proved to be a helpful exercise 
as it contributed directly to the production of the guidance document. 

The guidance was written by the public dialogue facilitator, with both the RSPB and Dialogue 
by Design helping with the tasks of editing, proof reading and design. It provides background 
information about public dialogue, and a detailed description of the Nene Valley Community 
Panels process. It also includes sample templates that others can use should they decide to 
undertake a public dialogue process. The full guidance document can be found at 
http://www.sciencewise-erc.org.uk/cms/nature-improvement-areas/. 

Outputs Outcomes Relevant benefits 

• 7 people benefited 
from training in public 
dialogue processes 

• Guidance document 
produced 

• A body of people 
interested in public 
dialogue processes 

• A resource for other 
NIAs and landscape 
scale partnerships to 
use when considering 
public dialogue 
processes 

• The learning from the 
Nene Valley experience 
has been captured and 
recorded for both this 
NIA and other relevant 
partnerships and 
individual organisations 
to benefit from 
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Chapter 8: Chapter 8 Nene Valley NIA Public 
Dialogue process Workstream 5 – Wider 
engagement with youth and community groups 

8.1. Background 

The RSPB led on two sets of activities to engage broadly with youth and community groups. 
These were PloverFest and an arts project. 

8.2. PloverFest 

The PloverFest family events were planned to engage local people, giving them the 
opportunity to explore the Nene Valley, see some of the winter wild fowl and provide an 
opportunity to share what they value about the landscape. 

A series of events were delivered over the weekend of 8th and 9th November 2014. These 
included; a watch point at the Northampton Washlands;  two guided walks, one at 
Irthlingborough Lakes and Meadows and one at Summer Leys, both Northamptonshire Wildlife 
Trust sites; and a family activity day at Irchester Country Park, where sweep netting was the 
main activity. 

Unfortunately the weekend was effected by heavy rain which hugely affected the numbers of 
people who attended.  The Northampton Washlands and Irthlingborough events attracted 41 
people, 33 adults and 8 children. Seven people attended the Summer Leys walk and, despite 
the low attendance numbers, they did provide the opportunity to have quality conversations 
about what they value about the landscape and at Summer Leys to pose questions relevant to 
the Community Panels process.  

Participants attending the events or guided walks were given an A3 map of the Nene Valley 
and coloured pens. They were asked to answer a few demographic questions and then to 
select, up to five sites they value for recreation, landscape and wildlife.  

From these participants’ feedback and comments, common themes were identified as to what 
participants value about the Nene Valley and what concerns they have:  

• Summer wildlife around the Nene Valley; 

• Winter wildlife around the Nene Valley; 

• Pollution; 

• Urbanisation and development; and 

• Human use in and around the Nene Valley. 
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8.3. Arts project 

Stanwick Lakes was selected as the site to host the arts project. As a different method of 
discovering what people’s perceptions are of the Nene Valley NIA and how they use it, 
different community groups from the within the local area were given sculptures to decorate. 
Each sculpture featured a unique design, based on the wildlife and landscape of the Nene 
Valley.  

Each of the five sculptures was assigned one of the themes identified at ‘PloverFest’ as to what 
the public value about the Nene Valley and what concerns they have about it. Two local youth 
groups, the RSPB Phoenix group and the 7th and 8th Rushden Scouts, painted between them 
two owls and one frog with the themes “Pollution”, “Summer wildlife” and “Winter wildlife”. 
The visitors to Stanwick Lakes painted two frogs, in the themes “urbanisation and 
development” and “human use in and around the Nene Valley”. 

The sculptures are due to be finished at the end of March 2015, after which they will be 
installed within one of the wildlife trails at Stanwick Lakes to encourage and hopefully provoke 
visitors’ thoughts about what the valley means to them. 

 

 
Members of the RSPB Phoenix Group painting their sculpture 
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Outputs Outcomes Relevant benefits 

• 48 people took part in 
PloverFest events 

• 4 youth groups took 
part in arts activities 

• 5 sculptures painted to 
interpret the NIA 

• A body of people more 
engaged in the NIA 

• Young people engaged 
in the dialogue process 

• The reach of the NIA 
Public Dialogue Project 
has been extended to a 
broader audience 
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Appendix A: Nene Valley NIA Public Dialogue Action Plan 
Nene Valley NIA 

Public Dialogue Action Plan 

Purpose of the public dialogue in Nene Valley NIA: 

To engage local people in meaningful dialogue about the NIA and relevant policies. 

Put succinctly, the purpose of the Nene Valley NIA public dialogue project is as follows: 

The public dialogue project will aim to give local people a sense of ownership in finding solutions to address access issues in the NIA, thus contributing 
to the sustainable delivery of those solutions both during and beyond the end of the current NIA period. 

Our long term goal is that the public dialogue process will contribute to the Nene Valley NIA objectives, particularly with regards to contributing to 
policy that will: 

• Foster positive landowner/public relations 
• Encourage sustainable access to the countryside to improve health and wellbeing 
• Mitigate the impacts of recreational disturbance in the Special Protection Area 

The NIA public dialogue will achieve this by: 

- Ensuring the public is informed of the evidence base that is being generated by the NIA and have a chance to contribute to it themselves. 
- Engaging the public in genuine and informed debate about the solutions for the issues on sites across the NIA. 
- Reaching out to ‘hard to reach’ groups to enable their voices to be heard in the debates about possible solutions. 
- Using methods that are appropriate to different audiences. 
- Applying transparent decision making processes that make it clear how the public’s contributions are reflected in the choices the NIA partnership 

makes*. 
- Building on existing work and relationships, avoiding the duplication of communication with the public and ensuring that all engagement is 

meaningful with the above purpose in mind. 
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*Decision making:  

As a basic principle, decisions about the management of sites should be made following consideration of all reasonable options and taking into 
account the views of the public (while also ensuring that legal obligations – such as the duty on landowners to maintain SSSIs in good ecological 
condition – are also met). Options that have not been discussed with members of the public should not be chosen without providing such an 
opportunity for dialogue to take place. 

Normally, options relating to individual sites will be discussed at NIA board level and then implemented by direct discussion with site owners, 
managers and user groups as appropriate, led by the most appropriate NIA partner in each case (e.g. Natural England, the County Council, the Wildlife 
Trust or Rockingham Forest Trust). Options within the Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits SPA will need to be agreed with Natural England prior to 
implementation. 

Any significant change of strategy affecting the NIA project as a whole would if necessary be reported to the Northamptonshire Local Nature 
Partnership for consideration. Minutes of the NIA board and LNP will be published on-line, together with any reports used to inform the decision taken. 
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2013 – 2014 WORK STREAM 1: 

TESTING THE APPROACH TO PUBLIC DIALOGUE 

 

• To test on one site (Northampton Washland) the approaches to engaging the public in dialogue as outlined in the Sciencewise submission. 
• To ensure the approach builds on previous public engagement on the site.  
• To learn what works and how the approach should be adapted prior to roll out to up to three more sites in 2014/15 following the publication 

of the visitor access study. 
• To allow a diverse mix of public participants with a range of views and values to share their knowledge; to listen to each other and share and 

develop their views; to reach carefully considered conclusions and robust solutions to issues identified and to feed these into actual decision 
making about future management of the site. 

• Create and publish a report of the Community Panel’s deliberations and recommendations 

 

Key task Timeframe Lead  Facilitator resource 

required 

Facilitator  

expenses 

Other 

expenses to 

be met by 
Sciencewise 

Expenses to 

be met 

from 
elsewhere 

1.1 Creation of a time bound Community Panel for the 

Washland. To recruit people from among current users, 
known local non specialist groups and local residents to 

join a Panel alongside experts for a period of 10 months. 

Recruitment methods will include on site discussion with 
users, visits to local groups, door stepping (e.g. 

recruitment at school gates, church, local events etc). The 

purpose of the group will be to: 

- create a vision / preferred future scenario for the site  

June 2013 – 

March 2014 

Chair: 

Nicola 
Orchard 

(NE) 

Supported 
by RSPB, 

NWT, 

RNRP, UoN 
reps. 

10 days: 

advising on recruitment; 
draft terms of reference; 

plan and run 3 sessions; 

general support 

£400: 

T&S 

 Meeting 

space 
provided by 

Northants 

County 
Council 
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- consider the existing evidence from research on 
usage at the Washland and the impacts of different 
forms of disturbance (humans, dogs, shooting) 

- explore further solutions for the site 
- gather further evidence about site usage, aspirations 

and alternative locations from users  
- recommend further action to the NIA 
- recommend priorities for the SPA access strategy and 

publish these findings 
- consider whether the Panel has a future role to play 

at the site, and how it could be sustained 

1.2 Review the learning to inform implementation and 

roll out to three further sites in 2014/15. 

March 2014 NIA, Icarus 2 days: 

reviewing learning; 

drafting outline for 2014 

£175: 

T&S 

 Venue for 

review 

meeting/ 

workshop 

for all NIA 

partners 
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2013 – 2014 WORK STREAM 2: 

INTERACTIVE WEBSITE DESIGN 

 

• To allow a diverse mix of public participants with a range of views and values to input to learning, mapping and assessment of sites and 
usage in Nene Valley NIA to inform policy making.  

• Members of the public will be able to indicate areas in the NIA that are important to them for providing cultural ecosystem services. It will 
ask people to mark on a map the locations that they find personally important for visual appeal, recreation, psychological well-being and other 
cultural ecosystem services. This will be backed up by a short survey asking contextual information on factors such as age class, home postcode 
and so on, and a few questions on opinions related to cultural ecosystem services and the natural environment (scored on a 5-point likert 
scale). 

• The end product will be a series of maps showing the density of cultural service provision across the NIA that can be compared with maps of 
other ecosystem services and biodiversity maps. 

• Create and publish a report of the website consultation findings 
• Cultural ecosystem services are an essential component of the services delivered by the natural environment and yet are regularly ignored in 

decision making, in part because it is difficult to collect information on them. Our work will collect this information that can then be compared 
with a full complement of other ecosystem services and with detailed biodiversity maps to enable more joined up decision making to take place 
that considers all of the multiple benefits provided by the natural environment. 

• The information collected is complementary to the Footprint Ecology research as it will collect information on additional cultural ecosystem 
services and will also collect information for a wider area (the whole of the NIA area plus buffer) rather than just the SPA. It will essentially 
collect broad information across the whole area to complement the detailed information collected by Footprint which will feed into  policy 
decisions. 

 

Key task Timeframe Lead  Facilitator resource 

required 

Facilitator  

expenses 

Other 

expenses to 

be met by 
Sciencewise 

Expenses to 

be met 

from 
elsewhere 

2.1  Set up interactive web site for participatory June 2013 – University of 8 days: £400: £600:   
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mapping and survey of cultural ecosystem services 
across the NIA 

- design survey and mapping exercise  
- technical expertise to  script and publish website  
- invite members of the public to participate through 

a publicity campaign-press release, local radio, 
leaflet and social media 

October 2013 Northampton technical web design, 

advice and support 

T&S leaflet 
production 

 

£3000: 
technical 

costs 
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2014 – 2015 WORK STREAM 3: 

ROLLING OUT THE APPROACH TO PUBLIC DIALOGUE 

• To roll out public dialogue on up to three more sites, based on the learning from the pilot period in 2013-2014 and results of the visitor 
access study. 

• To allow a diverse mix of public participants with a range of views and values to learn from existing research and experts; to listen to each 
other and share and develop their views; to reach carefully considered conclusions and preferred solutions to issues identified, and to feed 
these into the decision making process for the future management of the area. 

• Create and publish a report of the Community Panel’s deliberations and recommendations, including any survey / workshop elements at 
Plover Fest and in schools 

Key task Timeframe Lead  Facilitator resource 

required 

Facilitator  

expenses 

Other 

expenses to 

be met by 
Sciencewise 

Expenses to 

be met 

from 
elsewhere 

3.1 Creation of up to three time bound Community 

Panels for the identified sites To recruit people from 
among current users and known local groups to join a 

Panel alongside experts for a period of 12 months to: 

- create a vision / preferred future scenario for the 
site  

- consider the existing evidence from the access 
survey and the impacts of different forms of 
disturbance  

- examine the options for the site presented in the 
research 

- consider whether there are other potential 
solutions – an ‘innovation lab’ 

- recommend further action to the NIA 
- consider whether the Panel has a future role to 

play at the site, and how it could be sustained 

April 2014 – 

March 2015 

Chair: 

Nicola 
Orchard 

(NE) 

Supported 
by RSPB, 

NWT, 

RNRP, UoN 
reps. 

24 days: 

advising on recruitment; 
draft terms of reference; 

plan and run 3 sessions; 

general support 

£800: 

T&S  

 Meeting 

space 
provided by 

Northants 

County 
Council.. 
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3.2 Plover Fest – a local festival (which might be best 
incorporated into a wider Nene Valley Festival being 

considered by Destination Northants) which brings 

together: 

- a fun, day out for users and other local people 
- the opportunity to hear about the issues on the site 

and to contribute their views using visual 
interactive methods such as sticker boards, voting 
boxes etc  

- a chance for the Panel to find out more about 
people’s uses, perceptions and preferences for the 
site 

- a chance for local people to meet the farmer and 
understand his concerns 

Autumn 2014 RSPB 
(LIFE+ 

comms 

officer and 
Sharon 

Boardman) 

2 days: 

advising on event 

planning 

£100: 

T&S 

£1000: 

advertising, 

equipment 

hire 

Advertising, 
equipment 

hire, staff 

time 

3.3 Work in local schools to further explore sites uses, 

perceptions and preferences through a creative / 

artistic approach. This would be closely integrated into 
the work and decision making of the local Community 

Panel. This could result in physical ‘products’ for the site 

– for example, a logo, signage, or panel or bench design 
– and the  opportunity to record school children’s 

views, through a game or survey / quiz or similar.  

April 2014 – 

March 2015  

NCC + 

NWT/RSPB 

(we both 
have youth 

leaders 

and 
education 

staff in 

place) 

RSPB 

Futurescap

es officer 

0.5 days: 

advice on integrating 

with other parts of the 
work 

 

 £5000: 

artists  

consultancy 
fees 
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Appendix B: Publicity Material for Community 
Panels 
 

 
 

WHAT WE’RE LOOKING FOR FROM  
PANEL MEMBERS 

 

1. Commitment 
• Attend the three planned Panel meetings. Each meeting will be held at a local venue 

and in the evening. 

• Contribute to other Panel activities, as decided by the Panel. 

2. Knowledge 
• Good knowledge of the site as a user and / or local resident. 

• Good awareness of the needs of their own interest group (if applicable) and / or 
willingness to engage other users to seek their views. 

• To represent key areas of interest in tackling / discussing complex issues. 

• The RSPB and Natural England representatives are primarily attending as technical 
experts on ecological matters, and will provide input to help inform discussions. 

3. Personal qualities 
• Willingness to get involved in team working to achieve an agreed goal. 

• Ability to listen and recognise the needs and views of others. 

• Commitment to a consensus based approach to action planning. 

• Ability to represent both their area of interest and to fairly consider those of others. 
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• To be open, transparent and receptive to a range of differing and potentially 
conflicting needs. 

 
Get involved in the future of Northampton Washland 

The Washland is one of the most popular places for local people to enjoy 

the outdoors on the edge of Northampton. It is also part of a working farm 

and is a protected site for wild birds. 

If you’re part of the local community or use the site regularly, and are 

interested in sharing views and ideas with other site users about this 

important place, then why not join our new Community Panel? 

During 3 meetings over the next year the Panel will be: 

• Considering the uses and pressures on the Washland 

• Discussing the best way forward for the Washland 

• Contributing ideas about its future management 

You don’t need to be an expert, just someone willing to come along and 

take part in the discussions. 

If you’d like to join the Panel, or need more information, please contact: 

Helen Bovey  
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Northampton Washland Community Panel 

Why a Panel? 
• We believe that local people have a unique insight into their area, and the green 

spaces and sites that they use. We want to harness this insight and knowledge by 
creating a Panel that will play a key role in discussions about the future management 
of the Washland. 

• We think this is particularly powerful when local people work alongside those who 
work in the countryside professions. When their knowledge is combined there is a lot 
of scope for creative thinking about the issues that the site presents. 

• This is an approach that we want to use at sites across the Nature Improvement Area. 
The Northampton Washland Panel is the first opportunity to do this, and we want to 
know what works best when engaging local people and users so we can roll out this 
approach to other sites in the Nature Improvement Area. 

Key task of the Panel 
• To create an action plan for the future management of Northampton Washland, that 

takes into account its agricultural use, plus conservation and recreation issues and 
pressures. 

• To make recommendations that reflect an agreed set of parameters, as set out at the 
start of the process. 

Panel membership 
• There will be about 18-20 people in total on the Panel. 

• Members of the public who have an interest in or use Northampton Washland will be 
in the majority, chosen on a first-come, first served basis, providing that the full range 
of users are represented. Representatives from both Natural England and RSPB will 
also be members. 

Panel meetings 
• Helen Bovey who is an independent facilitator will facilitate the meetings. 

• Each meeting will have a clear task to complete. 

• The meetings will be designed in a way that gives everyone an opportunity to take part 
and give their views on what is being discussed. They will not be in the style of very 
formal, sitting around a table meetings with a Chair person. 

• It will be a time bound group – the Panel will complete the tasks outlined above and 
then disband.
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Appendix C: Facilitation Plans for Community Panels 

Northampton Washlands Panel 

Process overview 

Session 1 Session 2 Session 3 / 4 

04.12.13  

7.30pm – 9.00pm 

Room G1: John Dryden House 

21.01.14 11.02.14 

25.02.14 

Objectives: 

• To explain the role and purpose of the Panel 

• To explain the parameters of the Panel’s 
work 

• To explore the ways in which participants 
value the Northampton Washlands 

• To understand participants’ vision for the 
site  

Outcomes: 

• Panel members understand the purpose, 
role and scope of the Panel 

• Panel members have an appreciation of 
each other’s interest in the site 

• Visions for the site have been noted, 
including areas of overlap and difference 

Overall objective: 

To explore in more detail the future vision/s for the 
site, where consensus can be reached, and how 
what needs to happen to enable this vision to be 
realised.  

Overall objective: 

To come to agreement about the proposals for the 
site to be made to the NIA Partnership Board. 
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Session 1 Facilitation plan 

Session 1: Facilitation Plan 

Time Mins Activity Resources 

6.30 pm 30 • Team arrive at John Dryden House. 

• Put up welcome signs. 

• Organise room. 

• Post one person to reception to guide participants to meeting room. 

• Welcome people as they arrive – tick them off attendance list – give out name 
badges. 

• Ask them to complete individual contact details sheet. 

• Welcome signs (Helen) 

• Signing in sheet (Helen) 

• Individual contact sheets 
(Helen) 

• Name badges (Helen) 

• Marker pens (Helen) 

7.30 pm 5 Scene setting 

Aim: to set the context for the Panel / this session. 

• Welcome to the Panel. You will all have had some background information about its 
purpose beforehand and we will go through this in some more detail later.  

• This is the first time we have tried this approach in this area, but we have done similar 
processes elsewhere in the country on countryside sites. 

• The origins of this process lie with the Nature Improvement Area – explain what the 
NIA is, and that this is a very important site – Colin will give more detail about this in a 
moment. 

• The desire also exists to get local people to be involved in helping the NIA reach 
shared solutions for issues that are identified. Funded by Sciencewise, plus my 
involvement as facilitator. 

• Explain my role – independent, keep you on track, remain focused etc. 

• Explain that we will be using a different style to what you may be familiar with – more 
participative rather than all sat around talking. It means everyone can be involved 
equally. 

• NIA maps (Colin) 
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• Any questions? 

7.35 pm 5 

15 

Introductory exercise 

Aim: to allow all involved to identify purpose of their involvement / to begin the process of 
working as a team. 

• Each participant to speak to one other person that they don’t know (or know well). 

• Find out who they are and why they are here / what their interest is in being involved. 

• Write down their response to the prompt using marker pen: 

− ‘The best thing that could come out of this process would be …..’ 

• Participants then introduce the person they have spoken to, lay card out on the table. 

• Reflect on the cards and assess the extent to which there is commonality / the degree 
to which this relates to what we are here to do. 

• Cards to complete (Helen) 

7.55 pm 20 About the process 

Aim: to ensure that all participants understand the purpose of the Panel and what we hope it 
will achieve. 

• Useful exercise just completed to see what you hope this process will achieve. 

• Explain that the origins of this are in the belief that by engaging people in decision 
making early on, there is better success of the outcomes. That there is a benefit in 
helping the public to understand the complex decisions that have to be undertaken 
around many issues. That we believe that the public can provide intelligence to help 
shape those decisions. 

• In this NIA we have selected this approach of Panels, alongside some other activities. 
This is the first one and we want to learn from this experience for the roll out of the 
idea in other areas next year. 

• Why we have started here on Northampton Washlands: 5 minute intro from Colin 
(RSPB) about why this site was selected: 

− Explain this is a privately owned site and the access that is legally allowed on it.  

− Key focus on the international importance of the site and its designations (i.e. why it’s 
important) and what the issues are (i.e. recreational disturbance affecting wildlife and 

• Site maps (Colin) 

• A3 pictures of key species 
(Colin) 

• Terms of reference info 
sheets (Helen) 

• 3 session timeline / arrows 
for wall (Helen) 
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farming practices). 

− What has happened to date e.g. publication of the info leaflet, signage planned. 

− Worst case scenario – if we don’t get a resolution to the management of recreation 
pressures, what could happen? 

− Refer to map of the site. 

− Invite questions. 

• Explain the Panel’s role (handout): 

− Time bound. 

− Terms of reference. 

− Membership. 

− Ground rules (including confidentiality). 

− Propose 3 sessions – timeline on wall. 

− Process for signing off recommendations. 

− Resources available for implementation. 

− Invite questions. 

• Explain the parameters of the Panel’s work in regard to this site: 

− Access via PROW and permissive path. 

− Recreational use creating issues re wildlife and farming. 

− To create recommendations for the site that: take into account its agricultural use and 
largely private ownership, plus conservation and recreation uses and pressures. 

• Discuss the extent to which this reflects people’s aspirations from the previous 
activity. Do we need to change the ToR at all, for example? Do we need to be even 
clearer about parameters etc.? 

8.15 pm 35 

 

(if we are 
running out of 

What we want from the site 

Aim: to establish everyone’s hopes / vision for the site. 

• We all use / have an interest in Northampton Washlands. 

• Plain cards to complete 
(Helen) 
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time here then 
participants 
can take this 
home and we 
can start the 
next session 
with an 
analysis of 
what they have 
brought) 

• We have understood from what we have heard that there are pressures on the site 
that are damaging wildlife and the farmer’s interests. 

• As a result, if things continue as they are, there is a strong probability that it will no 
longer be the important and valuable place that it now is. 

• If you cast forward to 2020 and what do want the Washlands to be like? 

− What do you see? 

− What do you do? 

− What do you enjoy? 

• Think laterally, think clearly. 

• Write key words / ideas onto cards. Separate cards for each word. 

• In 2 groups, look at the cards and try to group them. 

• To what extent are the ideas complementary, to what extent do they conflict and 
which don’t you know about (e.g. if you don’t know if competing interests conflict 
with the future of the site)? 

• Each group feeds back on what they have in front of them. 

• If possible, quickly pull together a draft ‘vision’ that we can all agree we would want 
to work towards. 

• Together we can also highlight a) the areas of conflict that we can look at next time 
and b) is there anything you need more information about to help inform your 
thinking that we can prepare for next time (and who would be the source of that 
information e.g. it might be that a user [e.g. dog walker] wants to go back and talk to 
other users to get their opinions)?  

8.50 pm 5 Summary 

Aim: to pull together where we have got to and what happens next. 

• Draw conclusions about where we reached with the vision exercise. 

• Agree what needs to happen, and by whom, between now and the next session. 

• Agree an appropriate timescale by which we should have the next session. 

• Confirm that in the next session we will start looking at the pressures in more detail 

• Evaluation forms (Helen) 
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and begin the process of thinking about how they might be addressed. 

• Hand out evaluation forms and explain that these are from 3KQ who are evaluating 
the project. 

• Thank you for coming. 

Session 2 Facilitation Plan 

Session 2: Facilitation Plan 

Time Mins Activity Resources 

6.30 pm 30 • Team arrive at John Dryden House. 

• Put up welcome signs. 

• Organise room. 

• Stick up flipchart sheets. 

• Post one person to reception to guide participants to meeting room. 

• Welcome people as they arrive – tick them off attendance list – give out name 
badges. 

• Ask them to complete individual contact details sheet, if not done so already. 

• Welcome signs (Helen) 

• Signing in sheet (Helen) 

• Flipchart sheets / tape 
(Helen) 

• Individual contact sheets 
(Helen) 

• Name badges (Helen) 

• Marker pens (Helen) 

7.00 pm 15 Scene setting 

Aim: to set the context for this session / recap on previous session. 

• Welcome to the Panel. You will all have had some background information about its 
purpose beforehand and we will go through this in some more detail later.  

• This is the first time we have tried this approach in this area, but we have done similar 
processes elsewhere in the country on countryside sites. 

• The origins of this process lie with the Nature Improvement Area – explain what the 
NIA is, and that this is a very important site. 

• The desire also exists to get local people to be involved in helping the NIA reach 
shared solutions for issues that are identified. Funded by Sciencewise, plus my 

• NIA maps (Colin) 
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involvement as facilitator. 

• Explain my role – independent, keep you on track, remain focused etc. 

• Quick review of previous session – key points that we covered. 

• Any new people – introductions around the room.  

• Any questions? 

7.15 pm 30 Vision exercise 

Aim: to allow all involved to confirm the vision for the site.  

• I have attempted to draft a ‘vision statement’ that reflects the kinds of aspirations for 
the site that participants stated at the last session (to 2020). 

• Outline the vision statement. Explain how it relates to the statements made at the last 
session. 

• (If needed….i.e. if there isn’t an immediate agreement with the statement…) Split into 
2 groups – don’t want to labour this – quickly review. Annotate the vision statement 
with comments. 

• Re-group. Explain the annotations. 

• Can we agree the vision statement now or I can go away and revise further? 

• Vision statements – large 
sheets (Helen) 

• Accompanying info re 
statements that fed into 
vision statement (Helen) 

7.45 pm ?? 

Important that 
we do this in 
some detail….it 
may last to the 
end of the 
evening.. 

Attaining the vision 

Aim: to start thinking about the constituent elements on the site and their individual attributes. 

• 3 flipcharts around the room – ecology, recreation, agriculture. Split into two sections 
– benefits and problems / issues. 

• Everyone has post it notes. Fete type exercise where everyone adds their comments 
to the sheets. 

• Remind to write clearly / full sentences / clarity around the point – needs to be read 
and understood by others in the room. 

• Split into 3 groups (self selected group composition). 

• Each group takes one sheet and looks at what has been generated. Grouping and 
theming exercise. 

• Flip charts (Helen) 

• Post its (Helen) 

• A3 paper to record 
statements x 2 colours 
(Helen) 
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• Feedback – write up as statements about each of the 3 areas in terms of benefits and 
problems.  

?? Additional 
exercise if time 
allows – if not 
this will slip 
into the third 
workshop 

Actions 

Aim: to start thinking about what needs to happen on the site to achieve the vision. 

• Remain in same groups. 

• Look at your statements – what now needs to happen to optimise the benefits / 
reduce the problems and work towards the vision? 

• Broadly write out a series of actions that you think need to happen. 

• Have a very open mind at this stage. We will move on to refine, further develop and 
prioritise these at the next session. 

• Plain cards to complete 
(Helen) 

8.50 pm 5 Summary 

Aim: to pull together where we have got to and what happens next. 

• Draw conclusions about where we reached with the vision exercise. 

• Agree what needs to happen, and by whom, between now and the next session. 

• Agree an appropriate timescale by which we should have the next session. 

• Confirm that in the next session we will be action planning in some detail. 

• Hand out evaluation forms and explain that these are from 3KQ who are evaluating 
the project. 

• Thank you for coming. 

• Evaluation forms (Helen) 

Session 3 Facilitation Plan 

Session 3: Facilitation Plan 

Time Mins Activity Resources 

6.30 pm 30 • Team arrive at John Dryden House. 

• Put up welcome signs. 

• Welcome signs (Helen) 

• Signing in sheet (Helen) 
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• Organise room. 

• Stick up maps / route map. 

• 4 work stations for the 4 themes (all materials needed – old flipcharts, write ups, 
action cards) 

• Post one person to reception to guide participants to meeting room. 

• Welcome people as they arrive – tick them off attendance list – give out name badges. 

• Maps (Helen) 

• Route map / arrows 
(Helen) 

• Name badges (Helen) 

• Marker pens (Helen) 

7.00 pm 20 Scene setting 

Aim: to set the context for this session / recap on previous session. 

• Welcome to the Panel.  

• Quick review of previous session – key points that we covered. 

• Very productive session. Agreed revisions to the vision statement; generated data 
about the 4 main topics; generated a number of questions we couldn’t answer at the 
time. 

• We also agreed to add a fourth meeting to our schedule; 25th February. 

• Data = stream of consciousness – couple of people have raised points about accuracy 
on some matters. 

• One = dog worrying. Ask Richard to remind us what he said at first meeting – some 
dog worrying but primary issue is worms??? 

• Two = plover population. Part of a national trend but also evidence that recreational 
disturbance can be a problem. 

• Extract from Steve Brayshaw work: ‘Over the course of the survey, which was 
undertaken from November 2009 to February 2010, there were 543 visits by 
individuals/groups to Clifford Hill Washlands, 87 of which resulted in one or more 
instances of disturbance. Overall there were 109 instances of disturbance to target 
species with dog exercising being the principle cause. …….The report states that if the 

• Steve Brayshaw briefing 
note (Helen) 

• Q&A cribsheet (Helen) 
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current level of disturbance was to increase in frequency, it would be very likely that 
both Golden Plover and Wigeon at this location would be adversely affected.’21 

• Go through the questions from last time – have people had satisfactory responses / 
anything outstanding? 

• Any questions? 

7.20 pm 10 Vision confirmation 

Aim: to allow all involved to confirm the vision for the site.  

• I have revised the vision based on our discussion last time and circulated this to you. 

• Can we confirm if this is now acceptable? 

• Tweak as necessary / if necessary. 

• Why this is important – everything else we do tonight should be about working 
towards this vision / our aspiration for the site. 

• Vision statements – large 
sheets (Helen) 

 

7.30 pm 60 Actions 

Aim: to start thinking about what needs to happen on the site to achieve the vision. 

• Go back into the same groups you were in last week – there will be a chance tonight 
to work on all 4 themes though. 

• Look at your statements – what now needs to happen to optimise the benefits / 
reduce the problems and work towards the vision? 

• Broadly write out a series of actions that you think need to happen. 

• Have a very open mind at this stage. We will move on to refine, further develop and 
prioritise these at the next session. 

• Important is that we try to be really clear what is needed and why. So, we’re not 

• Original flip charts for 
reference if needed (Helen) 

• Example action card part 
completed x 4 (Helen) 

• Action cards – colour coded 
(Helen) 

 

                                                        
21Brayshaw, R.S. (2010). UK18-15188. Survey Work to Support the Appropriate Assessment for the West Northamptonshire Joint Core Strategy. UK 
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talking about ‘something needs to happen to protect ecological status’ but we do 
need to ‘propose education campaign to promote responsible use of the site’. 

• You have ‘action cards’ to complete – at this stage interested in: 

− Codes your action relates to. 

− WHAT needs to happen (i.e. the action). 

− WHY is it needed. 

− There are other headings that we will use later so you don’t need to complete those 
now. Example card … 

− Don’t worry if you think this overlaps with another area – at this stage we want to get 

as much down as possible and we will refine this all later.  

• Two group swap their sheets and actions – explain what they have come up with – 
then work on the second theme – can they add more detail to the action or add 
further actions under that topic? 

• COFFEE BREAK 

• Repeat again for 2 more areas. 

?? Additional 
exercise if time 
allows – if not 
this will slip 
into the third 
workshop 

Refining the actions 

Aim: to start refining and prioritising the actions 

• Display all the cards for your area. 

• You have a ‘master’ card to now look at all the actions and see where there are: 

− Complementary actions 

− Overlapping actions 

− Conflicting actions 

• Go around the room and complete your card. 

• In 2 groups look at what is one the cards – is there any consensus?  

• Next step would be to start refining the actions and prioritising (next session). 

• ‘Master’ cards to complete 
(Helen) 
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8.50 pm 5 Summary 

Aim: to pull together where we have got to and what happens next. 

• Draw conclusions about where we reached with the vision exercise. 

• Agree what needs to happen, and by whom, between now and the next session. 

• Confirm that in the next session we will be completing the action planning in some 
detail. 

• Hand out evaluation forms and explain that these are from 3KQ who are evaluating 
the project. Helen Fisher will be attending the next meeting to observe. 

• Thank you for coming. 

• Evaluation forms (Helen) 

Session 4 Facilitation Plan 

Session 4: Facilitation Plan 

Time Mins Activity Resources 

6.30 pm 30 • Team arrive at John Dryden House. 

• Put up welcome signs. 

• Organise room. 

• Stick up maps / route map. 

• 4 work stations for the 4 themes (all materials needed – old flipcharts, write ups, 
action cards) 

• Post one person to reception to guide participants to meeting room. 

• Welcome people as they arrive – tick them off attendance list – give out name badges. 

• Welcome signs (Helen) 

• Signing in sheet (Helen) 

• Maps (Helen) 

• Route map / arrows 
(Helen) 

• Name badges (Helen) 

• Marker pens (Helen) 

7.00 pm 15 Scene setting 

Aim: to set the context for this session / recap on previous session. 

• Welcome to the Panel.  
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• Quick review of previous session – key points that we covered. 

• Very productive session. Discussed actions in a ‘blue sky’ thinking way – no 
judgements applied. 

• Since then I asked if anyone was available to help sort this and we had a useful session 
last Monday with Colin, Rob and Serena. 

• Key task tonight is to refine this / work on it further. This will go to the Board on 18th 
March, but I’ll also spend more time on it and send it around for comment before 
confirming a final version, probably go to Board in June. 

• Any questions? 

7.15 pm 60 Actions 

Aim: to refine our thinking about what needs to happen on the site to achieve the vision. 

• Go back into four groups. Will have a chance to look at everything. 

• Have put together related actions. 

• Need to think through a number of points related to each sheet – who should lead, 
cost, ease of implementation. Plus, any obvious starting points, any aggregation 
needed, any outstanding questions. Can add further info / ideas. 

• Add to the sheets. One at a time. Work through them all. 

• Half way break to check progress. 

• Continue to work through.  

• Final look / any questions need answering now. 

• Original flip charts for 
reference if needed (Helen) 

• New action flipchart sheets 
(Helen) 

8.15 30 Prioritising the actions 

Aim: to get a sense of what the group sees as the priority actions (most important) 

• 9 sheets / topics in total. 

• Each person has 1 red dot to select their top priority. 

• Place red dots. 

• Now 3 other colour dots for next 3 top priorities. 

• Red dots / coloured dots 
(Helen) 
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• Place all other dots. 

• Review. 

8.45 pm 5 Summary 

Aim: to pull together where we have got to and what happens next. 

• Draw conclusions about where we reached with the exercise. 

• Next steps re going to Board. 

• Sign up if interested in ‘Friends of’ group. 

• Thank you for all your hard work. 

• Hand out evaluation forms. 

• Evaluation forms (Helen) 
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Appendix D: Northampton Washlands - notes from 
Panel Meetings 

Meeting 1 – 4th December 2013 

In attendance: 

Richard Arrowsmith, Edward Arrowsmith, Shane Miller, Robert Moore, Serena Parker, Geoff 
Pollard,  

Nicola Orchard (Natural England), Colin Wilkinson (RSPB), Kathryn Hardcastle (River Nene 
Regional Park), Helen Bovey (Icarus – facilitator) 

Apologies: 

Bob Bullock, Dave Jackson, Anne Street, Stan Taylor 

Objectives addressed at Panel meeting 1: 

• To explain the role and purpose of the Panel. 

• To explain the parameters of the Panel’s work. 

• To discuss the current issues on the Washlands. 

Participants’ hopes for the Panel process: 

• Sustainable plan for agricultural, ecological and recreational uses. 

• Integration of plan for Washlands with Joint Core Strategy for wider development of 
Northampton. 

• Greater understanding on all sides leading to (amongst other things) healthy bird 
populations. 

• Status quo. 

• Improve the site for birds. 

• A solution where everyone understands others’ views and users can continue to use 
the site without a negative impact in the birds. 

• Better understanding of the site by users. 

• It’s too soon to day. 

Other discussions: 

• Colin Wilkinson gave an overview of the site, its ecological importance and Special 
Protection Area status. He made reference to the research undertaken by Steve 
Brayshaw and that highlighted declining numbers of key bird species. 
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• Richard Arrowsmith contributed his views as the tenant farmer and emphasised the 
important role the farm plays in managing the habitat for the bird population. He also 
talked about the issues created for the farm by recreational use, primarily dogs that 
are not under the owners’ control / have not been wormed. 

• There was a well-rounded discussion among participants about the site, its uses and 
the challenges this presents. 

• There was general agreement that any proposals for the site should have the farm’s 
role and livelihood as a key focus. 

Next steps: 

• Helen Bovey to send out web links for the site research study and the NIA website. 

• To meet again on Tuesday, 21st January, 7pm-9pm (please note earlier start time). 
Venue to be confirmed. 

• For those with less knowledge of the site to re-visit and look at some of the areas / 
locations where issues arise, and recent improvement works by Richard Arrowsmith. 

Meeting 2 – 21st January 2014 

In attendance: 

Richard Arrowsmith, Bob Bullock, Dave Jackson, Shane Miller, Robert Moore, Serena Parker, 
Geoff Pollard, Stan Taylor, Stuart Roberts 

Nicola Orchard (Natural England), Kathryn Hardcastle (River Nene Regional Park), Helen Bovey 
(Icarus – facilitator) 

Apologies: 

Ed Arrowsmith, Colin Wilkinson (RSPB) 

Objectives addressed at Panel meeting 2: 

• To discuss a ‘vision’ / our aspirations for the site. 

• To consider the benefits and issues / problems related to the site’s ecology, 
agriculture, recreational use, and flood prevention purpose. 

Questions raised during the session: 

• Is the flood prevention scheme adequate? 

Kathryn Hardcastle has spoken to the Environment Agency and they have agreed to 
prepare a brief explanation for the Panel about their position on this question (to follow). 

• How can Panel members take part in the consultation for the River Nene Catchment 
Management Plan? 
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The official open consultation period has now ended but the River Nene Regional Park are 
open to further comments up the end of February by invitation to interested individuals 
and key stakeholders.  Kathryn Hardcastle has confirmed that this means the door is still 
open for any Panel members who would like to comment on the draft plan: see 
http://www.riverneneregionalpark.org/images/PDF_Files/River_Nene_Regional_Park/Proj
ects/NICP/Nene%20Catchment%20Reportw.pdf 

Further information is available from Simon Newell at RNRP on 01604 367325. 

• What does the protected status mean in practice? 

Nicola Orchard from Natural England is going to draft a statement on this and I will 
circulate it as soon as I receive it (to follow). 

• Does the historic access mean we can claim a Public Right of Way? 

This is a reasonable source of information: http://www.ramblers.org.uk/go-walking/the-
expert-view/rights-of-way-and-access-issues/how-to-claim-an-unrecorded-right-of-
way.aspx The key point is that the historic use must follow a linear route so whilst it might 
apply to the rest of the embankment it would not apply to the flood basin. 
Northamptonshire County Council is the Rights of Way authority; if they chose to consider 
any modification to the definitive map in terms of dedicating the permitted section as a 
PROW, it will be subject to provision of the Conservation of Habitats and Species 
Regulations 2010 and they would be required to assess the impacts of the proposal on the 
SPA.  

Consideration of the vision / aspiration of the site: 

• A draft vision statement was discussed. The purpose of the statement is to try and 
encapsulate the discussion to this point about how we would want to see the 
Washlands in the future. 

• The Panel considered the draft statement and various changes were discussed. The 
latest draft is as follows: 

In 2020 Northampton Washlands will: 

• perform its purposes as a flood prevention scheme; 

• retain the high ecological value of its bird populations and maintain its protected 
status;  

• provide access for the general public along the Public Right of Way and the permitted 
paths; 

• provide for well managed recreation; 

• provide information to and engage its users; and   

• be a site for sustainable agricultural use. 

A management plan will be in place that includes details about how these purposes are 
managed in a complementary way so that no single purpose adversely affects the others.  
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Benefits and issues / problems: 

• The Panel looked at four topic areas and noted down the benefits and issues / 
problems for each one with regards to the Washlands: ecology, recreation, agriculture, 
flood prevention. 

• Time was then spent considering the themes emerging from this (see Appendix N). 

Next steps: 

• The Panel decided to meet on two more occasions, aiming to do so within the next five 
weeks. 

• Before the next meeting it would be helpful if Panel members could read through the 
notes from the last meeting. The next step will be for us to analyse this material and 
pick out the areas where we think we would want to consider future actions.  

• To meet again on: 

Tuesday, 11th February, 7pm – 9pm 

Tuesday, 25th February 7pm – 9pm 

Venue to be confirmed (but probably John Dryden House again). 

Meeting 3 – 25th February 2014 

In attendance: 

Richard Arrowsmith, Bob Bullock, Dave Jackson, Robert Moore, Serena Parker, Geoff Pollard 

Colin Wilkinson (RSPB), Helen Bovey (Icarus – facilitator), Helen Fisher (3KQ – evaluator), Ruth 
Howden (River Nene Regional Park) 

 

Apologies: 

Ed Arrowsmith, Nicola Orchard (Natural England), Kathryn Hardcastle (River Nene Regional 
Park) 

Objectives addressed at Panel meeting 3: 

• To generate actions related to the site’s ecology, agriculture, recreational use, and 
flood prevention purpose. 

Initial points for discussion: 

Questions from the previous session 

• Is the flood prevention scheme adequate? 

Kathryn Hardcastle spoke to the Environment Agency and they prepared a brief 
explanation for the Panel about their position on this question. However the paper 
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provided did not adequately address this question fully. There may be a need to request 
more information and I suggest we will park this until we look at the flood prevention 
actions arising from this session. 

• What is the situation with dog worrying incidents for sheep? 

Richard Arrowsmith stated that there are in the region of 12 incidents per year where 
sheep are injured by dogs. 

• What further information is there about the bird populations? 

Colin Wilkinson stated that this is quite complex as bird numbers will reflect prevailing 
weather conditions in the UK. For example, milder winters mean some birds don’t need to 
travel as far as the UK for over wintering; in recent bad winters they have travelled further. 
However the key issue is that there is a legal obligation for the site to be in good condition 
for the golden plovers. Where issues exist then there is a requirement to take action on 
those issues. 

Input on the Footprint Ecology research: 

Colin Wilkinson gave a broad overview of the findings of this research with specific reference 
to the Northampton Washlands.  

Consideration of the vision / aspiration of the site: 

The statement was confirmed as follows. 

In 2020 Northampton Washlands will: 

• perform its purposes as a flood prevention scheme; 

• retain the high ecological value of its bird populations and maintain its protected 
status;  

• provide access for the general public along the Public Right of Way and the permitted 
paths; 

• provide for well managed recreation; 

• provide information to and engage its users; and   

• be a site for sustainable agricultural use. 

A management plan will be in place that includes details about how these purposes are 
managed in a complementary way so that no single purpose adversely affects the others.  

Actions blue-sky thinking: 

• The Panel looked at the issues / benefits around the four topic areas that were noted 
at the last meeting. 

• Time was spent drafting ideas about potential actions to optimise benefits and address 
issues. 
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• There was no validation / ‘quality check’ made against the actions. The purpose of the 
exercise was to generate as many ideas as possible ready for further analysis. 

Next steps: 

• An invitation was extended to Panel members to join Helen and Colin on 3rd March in 
a short meeting to look at the actions and start the process of sorting them (this 
meeting was attended by Robert Moore and Serena Parker). 

• To meet again on: 

Tuesday, 11th March, 7pm – 9pm 

Venue John Dryden House. 

Meeting 4 – 11th March 2014 

In attendance: 

Richard Arrowsmith, Bob Bullock, Dave Jackson, Robert Moore, Serena Parker 

Helen Bovey (Icarus – facilitator), Ruth Howden (River Nene Regional Park) 

Apologies: 

Ed Arrowsmith, Nicola Orchard (Natural England), Kathryn Hardcastle (River Nene Regional 
Park), Shane Miller, Stan Taylor 

Objectives addressed at Panel meeting 4: 

• To draft the Northampton Washlands Action Plan. 

The substantive work of the session focused on examining the action cards generated at the 
last meeting, and subsequently sorted in a supplementary meeting. 

Next steps: 

• The action plan to be drafted by Helen Bovey. 

• The draft action plan to be taken to the NIA Board for consideration on 18th March. 

• The Board to provide a response and way forward for the proposals. 

• RSPB to be in contact with Panel members about continuing involvement with the site 
through some form of volunteer group. 



NIA Public Dialogue Project – Nene Valley 

Open 
Final   March 2015 

Page 65 of 118 

Dialogue by Design and 
Icarus 

Appendix E: Northampton Washlands Community 
Panel - Action Plan 
There are two primary proposals from the group to deal with recreational disturbance. These 
represent two options for addressing this issue – both also relate to other actions listed 
thereafter.  

There was one issue where the Panel could not reach agreement. For some Panel members 
the shoot on the site is an inappropriate use; others did not agree with this position. As a 
result there are no proposals about shooting included in this plan. 

The Panel agreed an overarching vision for the site that provides a framework within which 
these actions sit. 

In 2020 Northampton Washlands will: 

• perform its purposes as a flood prevention scheme; 

• retain the high ecological value of its bird populations and maintain its protected 
status;  

• provide access for the general public along the Public Right of Way and the permitted 
paths; 

• provide for well managed recreation; 

• provide information to and engage its users; and   

• be a site for sustainable agricultural use. 

A management plan will be in place that includes details about how these purposes are 
managed in a complementary way so that no single purpose adversely affects the others.  

1: Recreational disturbance  

OPTION 1: Revise access to the basin area 

The rationale: 

• Dog walkers and other casual users of the site observe anglers on the water’s edge and do not 
understand why their own access is restricted (although it should be noted that there are only a 
handful of anglers who use this lake, decreasing year on year, and there is a winter closed 
season). 

• Angling per se is not an issue; it is the perception it gives other users about where access is 
allowed. There is also a benefit that two people are given free licences to fish the lake in return 
for acting as bailiffs; this helps control illegal fishing on the site.  

The Panel believes that it may be easier to allow some access (away from where the plovers are located) 
for all, rather than trying to restrict access for some users. 

The proposal: 

• To revise current access to the site. 

• To allow access to the southerly edge of the basin for all (and to restrict anglers’ access to this 
area). When accessing from the north entrance users should remain on the footpath until 
reaching the access track in the south-easterly corner. At this point they could access the basin 
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fully to the far south-westerly corner. 

• To require anglers to leave their vehicles in the parking area once they have unloaded (they 
currently leave them on the site). 

• To provide an increased number of and more regular signage to indicate where access is 
allowed and where it is not. 

To reinforce that dogs must be under ‘close control’ at all times. 

The challenges: 

• Potential confusion through changing the current access arrangements. 

• On-going challenge of ensuring the public abide by the agreement. 

• Potential for Reservoir Act implications of increased signage. 

• Securing Natural England and Environment Agency agreements for the changes. 

• Does not address sheep worrying issues.  

• There is currently no public access allowed to the basin as it is private land; this would need 
approval from the landowner. 

The benefits: 

• Allows some access for all which should be more attractive to users. 

• Allows access away from the plovers and where they can be observed without disturbance 
(relatively close, with the sun behind you). 

• Does not impinge on the income angling generates for the farmer. 

Costs: 

There is a cost implication of this proposal. 

Costs incurred to include: 

• Staff time in securing agreement to make the changes. 

• Signage / public education. 

 

2: Recreational disturbance  

OPTION 2: Formalising alternative dog walking areas  

The rationale: 

• The guidance already suggests that dogs can be let off their leads in the area to the north of the 
river, adjacent to the dual carriageway (A45). 

• There are a number of reasons why this is currently not an attractive option for some dog 
walkers.  

The proposal: 

• To formalise the scope for exercising dogs off leads on the strip of land between the river and 
the A45, and in the area to the rear of the Holiday Inn. 

• To fence the area, specifically to prevent dogs from running on to the dual carriageway. 

• To add fencing at the hotel entrance to the site to guide users to the dog walking areas. 

• To provide dog waste bins in appropriate locations. 

• To increase signage to make this offer more clear. 
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The challenges: 

• Cycle route across the area not conducive to shared use with dogs off leads. 

• Not as attractive for recreational use – it is noisy and the scope to observe wildlife is limited.  

The benefits: 

• Reinforces the status quo. 

Costs: 

There is a cost implication of this proposal. 

Costs incurred to include: 

• Fencing (Highway Agency?). 

• Signage / public education. 

• Dog waste bins / emptying (Borough Council). 

 

3: On-going volunteer involvement 

The rationale: 

• Panel members have made a big commitment to addressing the issues on the Washlands and 
four of the five people present at the final meeting expressed an interest in a continuing 
involvement in some way. 

• There are numerous examples where volunteer involvement provides support to the 
landowner, help with land management tasks and have other roles such as public education.  

The proposal: 

• To create a volunteer group for the Washlands. 

• Provisionally described as a ‘Friends of’ group. 

• To help the landowner with land management tasks; to develop and implement their own 
actions as required; to make suggestions about future land / habitat management. 

The challenges: 

• Providing adequate support for the group to become established.  

• Securing small sums of money to support group activities. 

• To broaden / increase membership of the group beyond the existing Panel members. 

The benefits: 

• Helps create a sense of ownership of the site across a wider group of people. 

• Provides additional resources for land management and other tasks. 

• Helps deliver other aspects of this action plan. 

Costs: 

There is a cost implication of this proposal. 

Costs incurred to include: 

• Officer support to get the group up and running (offered by RSPB). 

• Small sum of money to allow the group to implement its own actions. 
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4: Surveillance 

The rationale: 

• It is not clear where incidents should be reported / logged.  

The proposal: 

• To ensure there is a consistent and workable process for reporting and logging incidents.  

• To agree what numbers should be on all signage for reporting incidents. 

• To ensure the police have the relevant telephone numbers for the farmer (sheep worrying etc.) 
and Natural England (for conservation issues). 

• To ensure the police know the site by name. 

• To engage with the police wildlife liaison officer to make him or her aware of the site and the 
issues (and potentially to seek their advice). 

• To ensure Natural England have an appropriate mechanism in place for receiving and logging 
complaints (their number is currently on the signage but a call from RNRP was not dealt with 
satisfactorily). 

The challenges: 

• Ensuring that mechanisms are in place and there is a consistent response.  

The benefits: 

• Ensures everyone is familiar with the process for notifying and logging incidents. 

Costs: 

There is potentially a cost implication of this proposal. 

Costs incurred to include: 

• Any amendments to signage as required. 

5. E 

5. Educating users 

The rationale: 

• There is a lack of compliance with the existing arrangements for access to the site by some 
users. 

• The Panel recognises that there will always be a small minority who will refuse to comply. 
However we also believe there are other users who are not aware of the reasons for the 
restrictions to access and the impacts of not complying with them. 

• There is a need to provide education on a continual basis to ensure a drip feed of information 
to users. 

The proposal: 

• To create an information board at key access points for volunteers and the farmer to post 
current news e.g. ‘bird sightings this week’ or sheep worrying incidents. 

• To optimise opportunities for public education as they arise (e.g. link to Plover Fest, 
‘information days’ on site). 

The challenges: 
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• Providing a vandal proof board. 

• Ensuring information is added regularly.  

• Finding the resources for educational / information activities. 

The benefits: 

• Helps build understanding and keeps the issues at the forefront of users’ minds. 

• Can make use of the volunteer / ‘Friends of’ group as a resource. 

Costs: 

There is a cost implication of this proposal. 

Costs incurred to include: 

• Provision of information board. 

• Any costs associated with information / education activities on site. 

 

6. Habitat improvements 

The rationale: 

• There is potential to make further habitat improvements both for the plovers and for other 
birds. 

The proposal: 

• To make habitat improvements for plovers and other birds. 

• NB: the Panel generated many ideas. However we are aware that this is a specialist area and 
would need an assessment and advice. We are also aware that Natural England commissioned 
Steve Brayshaw to write a management plan and this would be the starting point for examining 
the potential for further habitat improvements. 

The challenges: 

• Providing a vandal proof board. 

• Ensuring information is added regularly.  

• Finding the resources for educational / information activities. 

The benefits: 

• Securing the designation and interest of the site. 

• Improving the diversity of species on site. 

Costs: 

There is a cost implication of this proposal. 

Costs incurred to include: 

• Physical improvements. 

 

7. Flood prevention 

The rationale: 

• Panel members expressed a lack of knowledge about the future of the site with regards to its 



NIA Public Dialogue Project – Nene Valley 

Open 
Final   March 2015 

Page 70 of 118 

Dialogue by Design and 
Icarus 

flood prevention function.  

• The Panel is also aware that it has limited scope to influence the future in this regard, but 
would be interested to receive further information to help inform other areas of work. 

The proposal: 

• To ask Dan Curtis to solicit a response from the Environment Agency about the future of the 
site. ‘If the frequency of floods continues to rise (as a result of weather conditions and 
increased building development), are there any specific measures /changes proposed for the 
Washlands in response to these changes?’  

The challenges: 

The benefits: 

Costs: 

There is no cost implication from this proposal. 

Survey design 
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Appendix F: Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake - Survey 
to reach wider range of users 
 

Get involved in the future of Summer Leys & Mary’s Lake 
• Do you use this site on a regular basis? 
• Have you got 5 minutes to spare to give us your views about it? 
• Thank you ..  my name is --------- and I am working with the Nature Improvement Area 

on a project that is involving local people and users in thinking about the future of this 
site. 

• We will use the findings from this survey to feed into discussions we are having in our 
Community Panel. 

• Are you happy to continue? 

1. What do you use Summer Leys / Mary’s Lake for? You can choose as many of the following 
options as you like. 

Walking / exercise  

Dog walking  

Bird / nature watching  

Angling  

Other (please explain) 

2. Why do you choose to come here rather than go to other similar sites. You can choose as 
many of the following options as you like. 

It’s close by / easy to get to  

It’s quiet / tranquil  

There’s sufficient parking  

It’s easy to find your way around  

Other (please explain) 

3. What do you like most about Summer Leys / Mary’s Lake? 

 

4. What do you value most and would not want to see altered or changed in the future? 

 

5. What changes do you think are needed at Summer Leys / Mary’s Lake, if any? Please 
explain why you have said this. 

  Thank You 
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Appendix G: Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake 
Community Panel - Survey Flyer 
 

Tell us what you think about Summer Leys & 
Mary’s Lake 

 
Take part in our survey …. 
www.surveymonkey.com/s/SummerLeysandMary
sLake 

 

And join our conversation …. 
www.nenevalleynia.org/question/ 
 

For further information, please contact: Helen Bovey on 07775 633205, helen@icarus.uk.net  
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Appendix H: Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake 
Community Panel - Survey Results 
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Appendix I: Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake - Notes 
from Panel meetings 

Meeting 1 – 23rd September 2014 

In attendance: 

Archie Partridge, Vic Penn, Adrian Lewis, John Abbott, Matt Hazleton 

Colin Wilkinson (RSPB), Kathryn Hardcastle (River Nene Regional Park), Jane Pearman (Wildlife 
Trust), Helen Bovey (Icarus – facilitator) 

Apologies: 

Nicola Orchard (Natural England), Nez Penn, Ruth Ward, Mike Gerrard, Chris Williams, Wayne 
Green 

Objectives addressed at Panel meeting 1: 

• To explain the role and purpose of the Panel. 

• To explain the parameters of the Panel’s work. 

• To discuss the current issues on the site/s. 

Participants’ hopes for the Panel process: 

• Improvement of habitats. 

• Control over access and protection of the wider valley. 

• Better understanding of the valley as a place of work and homes. 

• People being involved in the decisions that impact on them and would hope to see an 
improved environment and a strengthened community of interest for this area. 

• Getting user groups to work together, build sense of community and helping to 
address the anti social behaviours. 

• Understanding of issues and finding solutions to problems. 

• Build on the process from the Washlands that showed how much people got out of the 
process. 

• Additional conservation measures at Summer Leys and continued consideration of its 
status as a nature reserve. 

• Protection of the environment, wildlife and landscape. 

• Nature improvements. 
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Background information provided: 

• Colin Wilkinson gave an overview of the site, its ecological importance and Special 
Protection Area (SPA) status. He explained that this is a rare designation with only 3 
others in the East Midlands, and in law its sits ‘above’ an SSSI designation. The 
designation is based on a number of factors including >1% of UK population of golden 
plover, gadwall and bitterns, with an assemblage exceeding 20,000 birds in any one 
season. Jane Pearman (Reserves Manager) contributed information about the role of 
the site/s and some of the issues it faces. Background information about SPAs can be 
found at http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/conservation/designations/spa/ 

• Colin also explained about the Nature Improvement Area (NIA) status and the fact that 
the Nene Valley is one of 12 NIAs in the country, having been successful in a 
competitive process run by the government. The purpose of the NIA is to create more 
and better-connected habitats over large areas in the Nene Valley, which provide the 
space for wildlife to thrive and adapt to climate change. The Nene Valley NIA also 
helps people as well as wildlife – through enhancing a wide range of benefits that 
nature provide us, such as recreation opportunities, flood protection, cleaner water 
and carbon storage. By uniting local communities, landowners and businesses through 
a shared vision for a better future for people and wildlife, we hope the Nene Valley will 
become a place of inspiration that is loved by current and future generations. The NIA 
was funded by the government for 3 years and this money comes to an end at the end 
of March 2015. It is the intention however that the NIA will continue to exist and the 
partners will seek out sources of funding to continue its work. For more information 
about the NIA go to http://www.nenevalleynia.org/ 

• Colin and Helen explained about the Community Panel process and its purpose. This is 
the second Panel process, the first was completed on the Northampton Washlands. 
That process resulted in a set of proposals from the Panel to the NIA Board (the NIA 
decision-making body). It is hoped that the process for Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake 
can similarly result in a set of proposals for the Board to consider. These two sites 
were selected because of the findings from a piece of research commissioned by the 
NIA ‘Visitor Access Study of the Upper Nene Valley Gravel Pits SPA’ (attached) showing 
the high visitor pressure they experience. Since they are adjacent to one another it 
was felt that access issues on one have a knock on effect on the other and as a result 
should be considered together. 

• Colin explained that there is an NIA website and it includes a ‘discussion area’ where 
there is currently a question posed about Summer Leys. We will be promoting this to 
site users and would encourage Panel members to share this with people they know. 
See http://www.nenevalleynia.org/question/tell-us-what-you-think-about-summer-
leys-and-marys-lake/ 



NIA Public Dialogue Project – Nene Valley 

Open 
Final   March 2015 

Page 80 of 118 

Dialogue by Design and 
Icarus 

Group discussion: 

• There was a well-rounded discussion among participants about the site, its uses and 
the challenges this presents. 

• Areas discussed were as follows: 

− Hanson’s role as absentee landlord and the extent to which they appear not to actively 
manage their property. Need to ask Nicola Orchard more about this at next meeting. 

− Usage at the site/s increased when the Country Park started charging for parking about 
4 years ago. 

− Dog walking issues – dogs off leads (contravening bye laws) and dog fouling. 
Occasional sheep attacks when sheep not behind fencing. 

− Police interest in anti-social evening activity sporadic, but Jane Pearman liaises with 
them. 

− Question of whether facilities (e.g. toilets) should be provided. 

− Discussion about gate locking at nights; prohibitive cost of such a contract being 
procured. 

− Friends of Summer Leys no longer active after key volunteer stepped down. 

− Summer Leys management group exists and was originally established when lake was 
being set up. 

− Wildlife Trust volunteers work on the site. 

− No fly grazing issues to date. 

− Fly tipping issue on lane between the two sites. 

− Potential nuisance of large groups of runners. 

− Concern that the proposed cycle route will increase usage. 

− Much more use of / parking on the lane in recent years. 

− Potential impact of further expansion of Wellingborough – Colin cited evidence from 
the research that shows people don’t travel a significant distance to come to the site. 
He also referred to work that has recently started on creating a Supplementary 
Planning Document to help govern how the local authorities consider the SPA when 
making development decisions. 

Key features of group members’ vision for the site/s: 

• Status quo re visitor numbers.  

• Continued enforcement of dog / cycling rules. 

• Volunteer wardens. 

• Status quo. 
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• Nature improvement. 

• Can car park charges be made (annual permit for WT sites)? 

• Can vehicular access be restricted? 

• Extend the site if possible. 

• Kept as a ‘secret’ site. 

• Additional conservation measures. 

• Improved biodiversity. 

• Maintenance of SPA conservation objectives. 

• Charge for car parking. 

• Friends of Summer Leys up and running again. 

• A zoning plan across the whole of this section of the valley which addresses the needs 
of all users, so that Summer Leys can be for wildlife and wildlife watchers – but other 
user groups have alternative places to go. 

• No travellers or their horses. 

• Managed access for people. 

• More wildlife. 

• Preservation of the best bits. 

• Better management of the valley as a whole. 

Next steps: 

• Everyone to promote the Panel and encourage others to join. 

• Helen Bovey and RNRP to do another round of on site recruitment. 

• Colin Wilkinson to check the RSPB’s corporate relationship with Hansons and to 
explore if there is a Corporate Social Responsibility / Communications route to 
engaging them that may be better than working direct with Estates. 

• Helen Bovey to try and find out which running club is using Summer Leys and if they 
would get involved in the process. 

• Helen Bovey to send out web links for the site research study and the NIA website. 

• To meet again on Tuesday, 7th October, 7pm-9pm at Strixton Manor. 

• Future dates are: 21st October and 4th November. 
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Meeting 2 – 7th October 2014 

In attendance: 

Ruth Ward, John Ward, Vic Penn, Nez Penn, Adrian Lewis, Mike Gerrard, Chris Williams, John 
Abbott, Jill Barnett, Adam Kwolek, David Hutchinson 

Kathryn Hardcastle (River Nene Regional Park), Jane Pearman (Wildlife Trust), Helen Bovey 
(Icarus – facilitator) 

Apologies: 

Colin Wilkinson (RSPB), Wayne Green, Archie Partridge, Matt Hazleton, Liz Williams 

Objectives addressed at Panel meeting 1: 

• To review content of meeting 1. 

• To explore in more detail the future vision/s for the site/s. 

Key features of group members’ vision for the site/s: 

• Bigger signs re dogs on leads and picking up. 

• Keep parts for wildlife and no public access. 

• Get back a nature reserve – 50/50. 

• Educational facility for children / adults. 

• Charge for car parking. 

• Just nature reserve. 

• Restricted parking – parking restriction along the road to restrict numbers / encourage 
walking to site. 

• Mary’s Lake a nature reserve. 

• Mary’s Lake in open access / public ownership. 

• Expand the reserve. 

• Manage a nature reserve not municipal park. 

• Avoid building on flood plain, develop as nature reserve. 

• Occupy the site to prevent undesirable use. 

• I like the use of the land for livestock – sheep / cattle. 

• Signage – for communication and education. 

• Use the site productively – livestock and coppicing in addition to the nature aspect. 

• Control on use – no car parks and no paths? 

• Wildlife Trust but Mary’s Lake. 
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• Improved signage so as to manage visitors for the benefit of the wildlife. 

• Status quo – it is a nature reserve. 

• Create another place for joggers to visit. 

• Status quo at least. 

• No further development at Mary’s Lake. 

• Dog control zone. 

• Mary’s Lake retains the ambience and infrastructure of a nature reserve – not a 
country park. 

Key features of group members’ vision for the site/s (from session1): 

• Status quo re visitor numbers.  

• Continued enforcement of dog / cycling rules. 

• Volunteer wardens. 

• Status quo. 

• Nature improvement. 

• Can car park charges be made (annual permit for WT sites)? 

• Can vehicular access be restricted? 

• Extend the site if possible. 

• Kept as a ‘secret’ site. 

• Additional conservation measures. 

• Improved biodiversity. 

• Maintenance of SPA conservation objectives. 

• Charge for car parking. 

• Friends of Summer Leys up and running again. 

• A zoning plan across the whole of this section of the valley which addresses the needs 
of all users, so that Summer Leys can be for wildlife and wildlife watchers – but other 
user groups have alternative places to go. 

• No travellers or their horses. 

• Managed access for people. 

• More wildlife. 

• Preservation of the best bits. 

• Better management of the valley as a whole. 
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Two groups looked at the statements from this meeting and the last meeting and attempted to 
arrive at a statement that could encapsulate most members’ views.  

Group 1 reached consensus on the following statement: 

Zoning plan for the whole section of the valley which addresses the needs of all users so each 
area can be managed for the desired objectives, incorporating some educational facilities for 
children and adults. 

Group 2 found it harder to arrive at consensus and recorded the following points: 

• Larger site but not larger car park. 

• Improved signage. 

• No dogs/better dog management.    

Further discussion points: 

• It was noted that one of the key landowners was not represented at the meeting 
(Hanson Aggregates – Mary’s Lake) and that we should proceed with caution when 
discussing their land as a result. 

• We also noted that the interests represented in the room were limited and that there 
would be other user types who may have different views. For example, Helen Bovey 
stated that during efforts on site to recruit members of the Panel, there was little 
interest from recreational users who did not perceive any problems on the site. Group 
members agreed to try and capture some more views by a) taking some survey forms 
out onto site and b) putting flyers under car windscreens to invite members of the 
public to complete the survey or take part in the conversation happening on the 
website. These responses will be collated and brought to the next meeting to further 
inform the debate. 

Next steps: 

• A number of volunteers have agreed to survey site users and leave flyers on cars. 

• To meet again on Tuesday, 21st October, 7pm-9pm at Strixton Manor. 

• Future dates are: 4th November (plus new date of guided walk on 9th November). 

Meeting 3 – 21st October 2014 

In attendance: 

Ruth Ward, Vic Penn, Adrian Lewis, Mike Gerrard, John Abbott, Adam Kwolek, David 
Hutchinson, Matt Hazleton,  

Kathryn Hardcastle (River Nene Regional Park), Colin Wilkinson (RSPB), Nicola Orchard (Natural 
England), Daniel Start (Sciencewise), Helen Bovey (Icarus – facilitator) 
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Apologies: 

Jane Pearman (Wildlife Trust), Wayne Green, Archie Partridge, Liz Williams, Nes Penn, Chris 
Williams, Jill Barnett 

Objectives addressed at Panel meeting 3: 

• To review content of meeting 2. 

• To consider the future vision/s for the site/s. 

• To collect data about the benefits and challenges / problems associated with 3 aspects 
of the site/s: land management, ecology / wildlife, recreation. 

Draft vision for the site/s: 

A draft vision was considered by the group. This had been pulled together by Helen, based on 
the discussions at the two previous meetings, the survey findings and several email 
contributions. The following summarises the main comments made 
about this draft.  

In 2024 Summer Leys (and Mary’s Lake) will be managed primarily 
for their nature conservation value. They will: 

• retain the high ecological value (of the bird populations) and 
maintain the protected status. 

Use by the public will be managed and will:  

• ensure good access for disabled people; 

• provide access for the public along the Public Rights of Way and 
the permissive paths; 

• provide information to users about the value of the site and recommended 
behaviours;  

• engage its users.  

A management plan will be in place that includes detail about 
how these purposes are managed. This management plan will sit within a strategic level 
zoning plan for this section of the valley, so each site can be managed for its primary 
purpose/s. 

 

 

Helen agreed to re-draft the vision based on this discussion. 

Data on benefits and problems / issues: 

Group members considered the benefits and problems / issues on the site/s for three themes: 

Should be considered 
as one site 

Needs to include 
all the ecology and 
not just birds 

Needs to incorporate 
multiple users 

Needs some explanation 

Be clear who ‘owns’ the plan 
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• Recreation; 

• Land management; and 

• Ecology / wildlife. 

The findings were arranged into clusters to identify themes under each heading (see attached 
summary). 

Next steps: 

• There will be a guided walk at site on 9th November and this will be an opportunity to 
discuss ideas for the site with other users / walkers. Some Panel members have agreed 
to help with this. 

• To meet again on Tuesday, 4th November, 7pm-9pm at Strixton Manor. 

• Potential additional Panel meeting for 18th November. 

• Present Panel findings to NIA Board on 16th December. 

Meeting 5 – 18th November 2014 

In attendance: 

Ruth Ward, Vic Penn, Adrian Lewis, Mike Gerrard, John Abbott, Adam Kwolek, Matt Hazleton, 
Archie Partridge, Liz Williams, Nes Penn, Chris Williams, Jill Barnett 

Kathryn Hardcastle (River Nene Regional Park), Colin Wilkinson (RSPB), Nicola Orchard (Natural 
England), Helen Bovey (Icarus – facilitator), Jane Pearman (Wildlife Trust) 

Apologies: 

Wayne Green, David Hutchinson 

Objectives addressed at Panel meeting 5: 

• To review content of meeting 4. 

• To refine the actions. 

• To sort the actions into a rudimentary set of priorities. 

Refining of actions: 

Group members considered the actions that had been grouped into themes by Helen and 
Kathryn. There was an opportunity to refine them further and collate together related / 
duplicate actions. 

Sorting of actions: 

Group members considered the actions against a matrix with options to choose between ‘must 
have’ and ‘nice to have’, and ‘easy to implement’ and ‘hard to implement’. 
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Next steps: 

• It was agreed that a further and final meeting was required to  

• To meet again on Tuesday, 2nd December, 6.30pm-9pm at Strixton Manor. Soup and 
sandwiches served on arrival. 
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Appendix J: Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake Community Panel – Action Plan  

1. Background 

Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake were selected for a Community Panel process following an assessment of the Footprint Ecology research. This 
highlighted high levels of visitor pressure on Summer Leys and anecdotal evidence suggested that it was a site where there was the potential for 
difficulties between different kinds of user groups. It was decided to include Mary’s Lake in the area for consideration given its immediate proximity 
to Summer Leys and the potential for usage at each one to have an impact on the other. 

The Wildlife Trust for Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire, Northamptonshire and Peterborough purchased Summer Leys Local Nature Reserve in 2008 with 
funding from Natural England through Defra’s Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund and the Department of Communities and Local Government 
through the River Nene Regional Park. 
Previously the reserve was owned by Hanson Aggregates UK and leased to Northamptonshire County Council who, through working with the Wildlife 
Trust, developed the site and designated it as a local nature reserve, to help ensure that the site was accessible for future generations to enjoy. Like 
many other areas in the Nene Valley, the reserve was formed following gravel and sand extraction and designed to create the right conditions for a 
variety of wildlife. Habitats created are the flooded gravel pits, flood meadows, species rich neutral grassland and mature hedges. The reserve is part 
of a larger Site of Special Scientific Interest, which is an important refuge for wintering and breeding birds, including golden plover, lapwing, wigeon 
and shoveler.  

The status of Mary’s Lake is somewhat different and remains under the ownership of Hanson Aggregates. Public rights of way run along two sides of 
the lake and, until recently, theses have been linked by informal access along the third. The angling syndicate that is licensed to fish on the lake has 
now blocked this route. 

Early in the Community Panel process participants decided to consider the two lakes as a single site, and this in turn became one of the Panel’s 
aspiration – that Mary’s Lake would come into public ownership at some point in the future and could then be actively managed alongside Summer 
Leys.  
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2. The Community Panel 

The Community Panel ran between the end of September and the start of December, with a total of six evening meetings held at two weekly 
intervals. Recruitment to the Panel was successful, attracting 14 members of the public. Of these the majority attended all six meetings, a number 
undertook some surveying of users on site, and three attended a guided walk at Summer Leys where they actively engaged the walk participants and 
discussed their views about the site/s.  This represented a significant contribution of time and energy by the Panel members.  

In addition the Panel was attended by Colin Wilkinson from the RSPB, Kathryn Hardcastle from RNRP, Nicola Orchard from Natural England, and Jane 
Pearman the Reserves Manager at the Wildlife Trust. 

The Panel followed an iterative process designed and facilitated by Helen Bovey from Icarus. It was set up in a way that started with participants 
sharing their knowledge about the site, including both their own use and that of others, and this allowed a vision statement to be drafted. This was 
followed by consideration of the benefits and challenges across three themes: recreation, wildlife and land management (see Appendix 1). These 
themes then became a focus for more detailed discussion about what actions would be required on the site on order to achieve the vision. They were 
unpicked into four cross cutting areas: facilities, communications, strategy and access. A number of constituent actions fall under each of these areas, 
and these actions have been assessed in terms of their level of priority and ease of implementation.  

3. The vision 

The Panel agreed an over arching vision for the site that provides a framework within which this action plan sits. 

In 2024 Summer Leys will be managed primarily for its nature conservation value. It will retain its high ecological value and maintain the protected 
status. 

Use by the public will be managed and will: 

• ensure good access for people with disabilities; 

• provide access for the public along the Public Rights of Way and the permissive paths; 

• provide information to users about the value of the site and recommended behaviours; and 

• engage its users. 
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The Wildlife Trust management plan will be in place that includes detail about how these purposes are managed. This management plan will sit 
within a strategic level zoning plan for this section of the valley, so each site can be managed for its primary purpose/s. 

4. The Action Plan 

This action plan is the result of a considerable investment of time and dialogue by the members of the Community Panel. 

There are four cross cutting areas: Facilities, Communications, Strategy and Access. Each one incorporates a number of actions, with their level of 
priority and ease of implementation. The top priority action in each section is also highlighted. 

The Panel has not undertaken an exercise to cost these actions but they are aware that most require an investment of funding and that additional 
money for this purpose is not immediately available. 

 
STRATEGY ACTIONS 
TOP PRIORITY ACTION: Liaison with Hanson (S1) 

Must have ü Easy to implement - 

Nice to have - Hard to implement ü 
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There is a concern among Panel members that Hansons are not easy to engage and are not adequately fulfilling their responsibilities for a sensitive and important 
site. Equally there is recognition that the anglers are good caretakers.  

The action is to start engaging with Hanson’s to encourage them to fully engage with their responsibilities and to take a more active management role. There may be 
a number of routes for achieving this: 

• Involve a land agent with experience of working with Hansons. 

• For Natural England to take on this issue and start working more actively with Hansons. 

• To use the corporate relationship RSPB has with Hansons nationally. 

• To go down the route of corporate social responsibility / communications rather than local managers. 

• To escalate the issue should Hansons not be forthcoming.  

This would allow the development of a co-ordinated package of access improvements to include signposting and interpretation to take place across the two lakes. 

Ultimately the Panel would like to see Mary’s Lake come into public ownership and be managed alongside Summer Leys in a complementary way. 

 

Develop a strategic level zoning plan for the valley (S2) 

Must have ü Easy to implement - 

Nice to have - Hard to implement ü 

Through their discussions the Panel became increasingly aware that, should they propose minimising recreational use at Summer Leys, there was the potential to put 
other sites under undue pressure. They had noted the increase in use when the country parks started charging for parking and do not want to just push problems 
elsewhere in the valley. 

The action is therefore to create a strategic level zoning plan for the valley which would identify the primary purpose of each site and consider how to manage 
pressures, including recreational use, across the area rather than on a site by site basis. This should take account of development pressures over the lifetime of the 
vision statement and should ensure that there is no implicit conflict between the intentions contained in individual site management plans. 
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Establish a process for monitoring species and site use and sharing the data generated with the public (S3) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

The Panel is aware of (and some members take part in) various species monitoring exercises – for example, wildfowl counts, breeding bird surveys, water beetles 
and hover flies. Much of this is undertaken by volunteers and co-ordinated by the Wildlife Trust or RSPB. 

The action is to: 

• Take a more co-ordinated approach to monitoring. 

• To include the monitoring of usage by people. 

• To ensure the data is shared. 

Most important is the need to share the data with members of the public who use the site. This would help build understanding of the site and its function as a 
nature reserve, and promote learning among those users who are less familiar with wildlife and the species at Summer Leys. Ideally this would mean displaying the 
data at the site and keeping this updated regularly – for example ‘what’s on the site this week …’. The RSPB have a system where they use small chalkboards dotted 
around sites, where this kind of information can be easily added.  

 

Ecological review of Summer Leys and Mary’s lake (S4) 

Must have ü Easy to implement - 

Nice to have - Hard to implement ü 

There is a need to review and update the management plan for Summer Leys and to integrate with Mary’s Lake if Hansons are engaged fully, or if control can be 
gained over the management of this land. Within this the scope to take account of evidence from those with specific areas of expertise should be exploited.  

 

Develop citizen science (S5) 
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Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

There is scope to engage children, schools and colleges etc. in collecting data and monitoring activities. The Panel is aware that the absence of toilets at the site 
might mitigate against school visits, particularly for young children. However there may be opportunities to engage older children, young people and indeed adults in 
citizen science.  

This would also link to action S2 above as it will be important for the data generated to be shared widely with the public / site users. 

 

Strategy for dealing with unseasonal flooding (S6) 

Must have ü Easy to implement - 

Nice to have - Hard to implement ü 

The action is to liaise with the Environment Agency about the control of water in the Upper Nene Valley to avoid flooding of islands where breeding birds are 
nesting. 

 

Management of alien species (S7) 

Must have - Easy to implement - 

Nice to have ü Hard to implement ü 

The action proposes the identification and notification of mink and other alien species on the site. 

However the panel appreciates that resolving this problem is impossible on a single site and a wider approach is needed. 
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FACILITIES 
TOP PRIORITY ACTION: Review site supervision ‘package’ (F1) 

Must have ü Easy to implement - 

Nice to have - Hard to implement ü 

There is a considerable concern among Panel members about site security, particularly around anti social evening / night time activity. They appreciate the 
difficulties associated with locking the gate at night, but they feel that this should be a priority action. If it really is not possible then it would be necessary to 
consider alternatives such as a ‘Farm Watch’ type scheme, further liaison with the police and/or a hotline system, for example. 

 
‘Employ’ a site warden (F2) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

Some Panel members already take on this kind of role in an informal way. However the action is to formalise this so that the Wildlife Trust can roll out its 
‘Volunteer Warden’ scheme to the site. Should funding ever be available then the Panel would like to see a salaried warden for the site, and they discussed the 
possibility of a shared warden with Rushden Lakes. 

 

More dog poo bins (F3) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

More dog poo bins are needed at: 

• Either end of the rail track access and more signage. 

• By the feeder hide (at top end of lane therefore easy for emptying) and more signage. 
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Investigate the scope for a Dog Control Zone order (F4) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

The Panel would propose an action to explore the possibility of making Summer Leys a ‘Dog Control Zone’ to help with enforcement of dogs off leads. The Panel 
believes there is evidence from Stanwick Lakes that issuing a small number of fines has had a broad impact on the issue as a whole.  

 

Restart the ‘Friends’ group (F5) 

Must have - Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have ü Hard to implement - 

The Panel members are aware that the previous Friends group disbanded when there were not volunteers to take on specific roles, nor was funding available to 
pay for room hire. However there is a sense that the Panel represents a core group of people with a keen interest in the site, with the potential to re-start the 
group. Options were discussed about possible sources of funding, as well as ways of making the group less dependent on external funding (for example, through 
the availability of free room space for meetings). One member of the Panel offered to take a lead on this action. 

 

Car park litter bin (F6) 

Must have - Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have ü Hard to implement - 

An action is proposed to place a large litter bin in the car park – currently there are no bins. 
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Implement a limited ‘stick and flick’ policy (F7) 

Must have - Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have ü Hard to implement - 

There is some interest among Panel members in the idea of a limited stick and flick policy for dog poo. It is felt that this might be most suitable for the Mary’s 
Lake, and that it is not appropriate for Summer Leys / where mowing and kneeling will take place. 

 

Improve the feeding station (F8) 

Must have - Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have ü Hard to implement - 

There is a need to improve the feeding station – needs cleaning or moving to a different location.  

 

Improve the sand martin site (F9) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

A more effective barrier is needed at nesting times only. An artificial bank could be developed. 
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COMMUNICATIONS ACTIONS 
TOP PRIORITY ACTION: Improved signage (C1) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

The Panel feel there is scope for more enforcement signs on site. They would like them to be: 

• Bigger; 

• Vandal proof; 

• Eye catching; 

• Varied in style; 

• Non-intrusive; 

• Factual – informative about nature; 

• Pictorial;  

• Simple. 

These could be placed at the start of each section with smaller ‘reminder’ signs at intervals and would include messages about acceptable behaviours (for 
example, dogs on leads). 
There is a need to instigate a rolling programme of sign renewal. 
There should be more emphasis on the fact that this is a nature reserve ad what this means in practice with regards to users’ behaviours. 
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TOP PRIORITY ACTION: User code of conduct developed (C2) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

The Panel would like to see a simple code of conduct developed for the site that outline what are acceptable behaviours from all users. 

The code of conduct should be displayed at the site (see C1). 

 
Advice to micro light pilots (C3) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

There has been some suggestion that the relatively frequent micro light flights cause bird disturbance. The Panel believes it would be relatively straightforward to 
find out where they are flying from and to discuss with pilots when it is / is not advisable to over fly Summer Leys. 

 
Arrange more events (C4) 

Must have - Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have ü Hard to implement - 

The Panel would like to see more events arranged on site for the general public, with the underlying aim of educating / informing people about the importance of 
the site, and why particular behaviours are necessary as a result. 
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Work with local schools (C5) 

Must have - Easy to implement - 

Nice to have ü Hard to implement ü 

The Panel are keen to explore how children can be encouraged to foster an understanding of and love for nature, in the hope that they will be the next generation of 
stewards for sites like this. We are conscious that not all schools would want to visit Summer Leys due to the absence of toilets, but this should not preclude the 
offer being made. 

The Panel would also like to see opportunities explored for going into local schools with something like an education pack about the site, where site visits are not 
possible. 
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ACCESS ACTIONS 
TOP PRIORITY ACTION: Publicising alternative locations (A1) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

When Rushden Lakes are developed there will be an opportunity for the Wildlife Trust to encourage users to that site as an alternative to Summer Leys. The Panel 
appreciates that this should happen within the context of the zoning plan (S2). 

 
Bramble culling (A2) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

The action is to keep brambles under more control, particularly at head height. The perception is this problem has worsened since the Friends Group disbanded 
and may therefore be a task that a re-formed group could take on. 

 
Re-marking the parking bays for disabled users (A3) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

The disabled parking bays need re-marking. 
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Improving access for people with disabilities (A4) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

There is scope to improve the gate access from the car park into the reserve to enable people with disabilities to get through. The Panel understands that the 
Wildlife Trust already has funding for this to take place. 

 

Improve surfacing in places (A5) 

Must have ü Easy to implement ü 

Nice to have - Hard to implement - 

There is a need to improve the surfacing between Kim’s Corner and the feeding station. In addition the flood by Toad Path may need a board walk. 

 

Addressing impact of the proposed cycle path (A6) 

Must have - Easy to implement - 

Nice to have ü Hard to implement ü 

The Panel is concerned that, should the cycle way project be implemented, there is scope for significantly increased use of the site, and for infringement by 
people on bicycles. They propose that consideration is given to the segregation of the cycle way from Summer Leys to minimise scope for it to be a ‘jumping off 
point’ for cyclists. This may require fencing and / or cycle parking to reinforce the fact that bikes cannot be taken onto the path around Summer Leys. In doing so 
it will also be important to consider the needs of people with disabilities and to not hinder their access to the site. 
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Appendix K: Interactive website - responses 
 

Screenshot of the answers to the question “Which part of the Nene Valley do you value and 
why?”: 

 

Screenshot showing the location of all photos uploaded onto the site: 
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Appendix L: Training and Guidance Workshop – Facilitation plan 
 

Time Mins Activity Resources Slides 

  Beforehand 

• Put up matrix on flipchart 

• Marker pens 

• Blue tac 

• Flipchart 

• Projector? 

• Memory stick of 
slides 

• Welcome 

 

12.45 5 Introduction 

• Today is an opportunity to understand more about what is meant by public 
dialogue. 

• The reason we are here is because the NIA bid to Natural England to talk part 
in / receive funding for a public dialogue process over 2012 – 2014. 

• 3 NIAs were successful in receiving money – Nene Valley, Meres and Mosses, 
and Morecambe Bay. 

• We have undertaken several things here. 

1. Interactive website – dialogue to inform the University’s work on ecosystem 
services. 

2. Plover Fest / education work – quite small element of what we have done. 

3. Community Panels – Washlands and Summer Leys / Mary’s Lake. 

• Washlands chosen because of evidence of bird disturbance by users, primarily 
dogs. Summer Leys and Mary’s Lake because of the potential conflict between 
different users. 

• Will talk about what this involved in detail later in this session. 

• Signing in sheet 
– emails needed 
so I can forward 
final version of 
handbook 

• Summary of 
public 
dialogue work 
in Nene Valley 

• Objectives for 
today 
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• Today is about sharing more widely what we mean by public dialogue, how it 
differs from other forms of engagement, what the benefits are, how to do it. 

• I’m going to give you handouts and the project is funding production of this – 
I wanted to run this session today to ensure that I’ve got all the content that 
needs to be in here and I’ll then send you the final version in the new year 
(make sure you’ve left me your email address on the signing in sheet) . 

12.50 15 

 

 

 

 

 

15 

What is public dialogue? 

• Exercise to help you think about what we mean by this term. 

• Agree/disagree exercise. 

• Go through them and discuss each one – place against agree or disagree – no 
sitting on the fence. 

• Discuss as a group. Which were hard to do? Any you’re still unsure of? 

• Summarise – definition of what public dialogue is and what it is not. 

• Agree / 
disagree cards x 
?? 

• Agree / 
disagree 
headers 

• Prompt sheet 
with answers 

• Definition of 
public 
dialogue 

• Public 
dialogue is.. 

• Public 
dialogue is not 
… 

13.20 20 So, how does public dialogue differ from other forms of engaging the community? 

• Now we know the key features of a dialogue process. 

• I am aware that there are many terms used in this context about different 
approaches to engaging with communities. 

• Let’s see how they compare. 

• Write the names of these methods on cards – e.g. consultation. 

• Group by group, see what has been written. Ask the group to place it on the 
matrix with headings: one way / two process of deliberation; shared power/ 
power with host. 

• Discuss and compare. 

• What is involved in moving from traditional to collaborative decision- making?  

• One of the main criticisms about deliberative processes such as this is the fact 
it is resource intensive. Can counter this by considering the DAD (decide and 
defend) and EDD (engage, deliberate, decide) timelines. 

• The total resources may be similar but in public dialogue they are used pro 

• Small cards 

• Blue tac 

• Matrix on 
flipchart 

• Exercise 
instructions 

• DAD / EDD 
diagram 
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actively rather than in a negative way where relationships can be damaged 
forever. 

13.40 20 So, what are the conditions for successful public dialogue? 

• We need to think about the conditions that will be required for public 
dialogue to be successful. 

• Based on what we have discussed before, record some key points under each 
of the headings on the worksheet: 

4. Context – what do the objectives need to be? 

5. Culture – what characteristics do the participating organisations need to 
display? 

6. Scope – how should the scope of the work be defined – what can be 
addressed by the process? 

7. Delivery – what needs to be in place about how the process is delivered (the 
methodology and the expertise required)? Do you think this could be 
delivered then by digital media? Would it alone be able to comply with all of 
this? 

8. Impact – what do we know about what the impact of the process should be? 

9. Evaluation – what is required around evaluation? 

• Worksheets per 
group 

• Key 
characteristics 
under each 
heading 

14.00 35 Putting it into practice 

• Will go through the Summer Leys / Mary’s Lake example in some detail. 

• Context, culture, scope, delivery, impact, evaluation headings. 

• Now an opportunity to think about situations in which you may consider using 
dialogue. 

• Each group to decide on one example they are working on, plan to work on or 
have done in the past if there’s nothing impending. 

• Use the conditions question set to frame this project. 

• Feedback from each group. 

• Conditions 
question set 

• SL example 

14.35 10 Final questions / comments • Evaluation form  
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• Final version of the workbook will follow. – what else 
would need to 
be covered in 
the handbook? 
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Appendix M: Training and Guidance Workshop – 
presentation slides  
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Appendix N: Northampton Washlands Community 
Panel – emerging themes from meeting 2 
Consideration of benefits / issues related to the purposes of the site: 21 
January 2014 

Ecology 

E1: 

Improvements to habitat (all 
departments included here 
should work together) 

• Could be developed more to protect and encourage birds e.g. 
platforms for tern nesting 

• Agriculture can conflict with ecology and ecological 
management 

• Grants and subsidies for public engagement fulfil international 
obligations 

• Needs to be integrated with agriculture and flood prevention 

E2: 

Liaise with power companies 

• Adjacent pylons and wires kill swans 

E3: 

Importance of site for wildlife 

• Species protection 

• Good environment for wildfowl 

• Important areas for wintering and migrant birds 

• Status of protected site ‘kudos’ 

• BUT declining use by golden plover and wigeon 

E4: 

Recreational issues (more 
contact with the public 
without causing offence) 

• Good for birding 

• Nice place to visit 

• Educational resource 

• Need to develop ways of reducing human disturbance 

• May lead to restrictions being placed on the site 

• Restriction of access to all areas 

• Restrictions keep people away e.g. responsible dog owners 

 

Agriculture 

A1: 

Total grazing prevents some 
ground nesting perhaps small 
area could be un-grazed – fence 
or preferably dyke 

• Grazing on whole area leaves no area for safe ground 
nesting 

• Nest trampling by sheep (ground nesting e.g. sky larks) 

A2: 

Farmer wardens site 

• On site farmer ensures someone on the ground – warden 
role 

A3: 

Food production very important 

• Country needs food sufficiency / home grown food (less 
imports) 
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• Grazing food production 

• Is it important to maintain the agriculture for the grass for 
healthy growth 

A4: 

Grazed areas good for feeding 
ducks and geese and roosting 
site for golden plovers and 
passage migrants 

• Provides suitable habitat for birds 

• Habitat maintenance / farmer on site 

• Short grass from sheep grazing 

• Grazing benefits birds 

• Grazing keeps grass short – good for ducks and golden 
plovers 

A5: 

Problem of uncontrolled dogs 
attacking and worrying sheep 

• Sheep being attacked by dogs on occasion 

A6: 

If dogs are prevented from 
access… 

• Opportunity for local branding and supply? E.g. ‘Washlands 
sheep’, ‘Adopt a sheep’ 

 

Recreation 

R1: 

Usage breeds interest and 
concern 

• People appreciate site more if they visit it and understand it 

• Self policing -  more people taking an interest in the 
countryside 

• Engage the public and they will watch over the site too, 
protect it, ‘Friends of’ group and report problems 

• Opportunity for people to learn more about ecology and 
agriculture 

• Somewhere (online?) for users to communicate with each 
other 

R2: 

Future needs 

• Increasing usage of the site over historic level 

• Future needs to be thought of with more urban 
development 

R3: 

Environment Agency should 
police the illegal fishing / better 
control 

• Most angles Ok – in a syndicate – rogue anglers a problem 

• Regular shooting weekly though winter months – birds are 
scared and leave  

R4: 

Benefits to people 

• Health and wellbeing  

• Provides breathing space in all proposed development / 
healthy exercise 

• Maintain access for all 

• Many people are using outdoor space / good for wellbeing 

R5: 

Disturbance and mis-use 

• Disrespectful use 
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• Walkers / dogs straying off footpaths 

• Walkers and dogs leaving footpath and going to the waters 
edge 

• Un-permitted informal recreation 

• Does access for people mean access for dogs? 

• Disturbance from – joggers, swimmers, hot air balloons, 
fishermen, dogs 

• Dogs chasing sheep 

• Noise, litter, pollution, disturbance, physical damage, theft, 
vandalism 

• Dog walkers have no proper control over them and chase 
and kill sheep 

• Too much disturbance round the edge constantly flushing 
birds 

• Disturbance 

• Recreation should be walking only 

• Path not adequately signed or marked so people wander at 
will 

• Path could be improved 

• Need more way-marking  

 

Flood prevention 

F1: 

Flooding – basic benefits 

• Stops flooding down stream 

• Flood prevention 

• Control of flood waters 

• Controls water flow to Billing and eastward 

F2: 

Design issues 

• Remote management exacerbating problems 

• Littering on site 

• Should building be designed with zero impact on short-term 
flooding? 

• Is the design adequate? 

• Brackmills and other developments causing problems with 
run-off – pay for mitigation? – SUDS 

• Prevention of flooding is a public good on private land 



NIA Public Dialogue Project – Nene Valley 

Open 
Final   March 2015 

Page 118 of 118 

Dialogue by Design and 
Icarus 

F3: 

Effects on other topics 

• Farming impact 

• silting of grassland 

• flood prevention use imposes limitations on fencing which 
can lead to flood deposited rubbish being retained 

• Ecological impact 

• impact of frequency / duration of flooding increasing 

• destroys invertebrates which migrant birds feed on 

• disturbing wildfowl through winter 

• no use to golden plover when flooded 

• contributes to water habitat if managed properly  

 


