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Executive summary



Sensing the Wild was a pilot project devised by Goingnfiependencewith the Tees Valley
Wildlife Group toconnect visually impaired people to nature

With funding from the National Lottery Heritadgeird visually impaired people weengaged with
their natural heritage through a programme of workshops and walks, throughout the four
seasonsat localfour parks and green spacedsually impairedgroups from the boroughs of
Hartlepool, Stockton on Teesd Middlesbrough Darlingtonand Redcar and Cleveland
participated in the project

Specialis8ghtedGuiderTNI Ay Ay 3 g & FSK SYBANBRT & 23 NB 830 &H LI O
enabled local volunteers thelp guide and support participants.

During COVID restrictions the project maintained its momentum and continued to deliver through
a combination of podcast recordings, telephone conversation conferences and delivery of sensory
parcels.

Key outcomes

Pre project development work revealed thpeople with visualmpairment facedvariedand
multiple physical and social barriers émgagingwith natureand thenatural environment

Visually impaired participants gained enjoyable immersxgeriences in natur@iloredto their
needsand abilities They valued these as being enjoyable, increasing their appreciation of nature,
furthering their understanding of wildlife and local history. Wellbeegefitswere reported

relating ta- new expeiencesand learning, opportunities for exerciseitdoors, developingocial
connections and friendships.

Volunteersreported asenseof satisfactionand pridefor being able to share their local knowledge
with the participantsandbeing valued for the practicatork they do to maintain and improve the
green spaceslhey gainea greaterunderstanding othe needs of people witkisabilities which
they are committedto putting into future practice in making their sites more accessible.

A prominent featureon BEC1 Countryfile several podcasts, extensive social media, regionaspre
andlocal radio coverage has creatadt NA BIEJF S (hdreasing #wareness the barriers faced
by peoplewith visualimpairmentand how trey can be overcome.

Why the project was successful

Strong partnership working and skilled practitioners, good loggtianning,excellent
communication, and flexibility werkey strengthsof the projectdeliverythat ensured successful
outcomes.

One of thesignificantreasons for the success was tegensive development worlGFI conducted
a considerable amount of research and communication with partners, volunteers and VI
participants before the starfThis development work was unfunded, and was a significant
investment by both GFIl and TVWT.

Other @ntributing factors for success discussed :atbe importance of peer groupgareful
selection of the outdoor sitegraining of volunteersthe value opre walkworkshopsand the
importance of providing lunches



Overcoming challenges

Thevisually impaired participants hadgried and complex neegwhichincluded othersensory
loss, reduced physical mobyliand reduced cognitive abilityYnderstanding and responding to the
needs of every individual was a challepgewever itwas overcome by thensall group sizes, and
the experience and patience of GFl staff in treating every person as an individual with unique
needs. This enabled all of the participants to gain maximum benefit from taking part.

Great imagination and commitment of partners enabl&e project to be continued to be
delivered throughout Covid pandemic restrictions.

The project was completed within the grant budget. This was despite all of the additional work
carried out during the Covid pandemic. This was possible because ofltiditiancial

managementand voluntary hours contribetd for the extended project timescalésbigger

contingency element in the budget would have helped especially as this was a new and previously
untested projectand there were expenses incurred because of the pandemic

Building on success

As a result of delivering the projeGbing For Independends using the learning they have gained
to inform their work in the development of a Soundscapes project designed for the visually
impaired.

There is currently a dearth of practical information available for practitioners in both the
environmental and social care sectors on the development and delivery of natural heritage and
wildlife for wellbeing activities for people with sensory loss. The partners are well placed to take
on the mantle to champion this work and develop bpstcticeat a national level. One way to
achieve this would be the production of a best practice guide that coulddtepeby-step

approach, covering delivering sensory impairment training, risk assessments for outdoor visits,
ideas, inspirations for tried and $éed sensory activities and giving practical {ipproject in

waiting!

Dr. Que Antrobus
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1. Purpose and scope of the evaluation

This report has beepreparedfor Going for Independence (GFI) to document the outputs and
evaluation of the outcomes of the Sensing the Wild Project, with reference tioriNe Lottery
Heritage FundNLHF) funding objectives:

() A wider range of people will be involved in heritage

() Heritage will be identified and better explained

W People will have developed skills

() People will have learnt about heritage, leading to change in ideas and actions

w People will have greater webeing

w The funded organisation will be more resilient

() The local area will be a better place to live, work or visit

() The local economy will be boosted
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tool to inform future initiatives of GFI with partnens connecting people with sensory
impairments with the natural environment.

Throughout this document the termisually impaired (Vis used to describe people with sight
loss. This covers the full range of sight loss experiebggueople from being blhd with no useful
sight, to those whoexperience reducedision thatimpacts on their daily lives.

1.1 Materials and tools for evaluation

Figures of delivery outputs from GFl

Questionnaire responses from VI people during project development
Questionnaire feedback from VI participants post project delivery.

Podcast recordings

Photographs taken throughout the project by GFI drees Valley Wildlife TrustywW7)
Voice recordings of VI participants and volunteers during workshops and. walks
Stiucturedinterviews with GFI and WT staff delivering the project

Structured interviews with volunteers NR2FYiends of green space groups
Group discussions with VI participajp®st project delivery

Podcast recordings and film footage captured by. GF

CountryHle filming

Press and social media coverage of praject
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2. Summary of the Project

GFIl is a Community Interest Company that works to supporting people with sensory and physical
impairments, empowering them to lead active and independent lives.



They devised Sensing the Wild as a pilot project to facilitate and support walks for VI people to
learn about their local natural heritaghrough the seasons

TVWT were commissioned to deliver a programme of workshops and,walieke place
throughout the four seasonst four parks and green spaces in the Tees Valley.

Four VI groups from thioroughs of Hartlepool, Stocktam TeesDarlington and Redcar and
Cleveland participated in the project. Training was delivered to éfnends o€ green spaces

groups to enable volunteers to help guide and support VI participants. During COVID restrictions
the project maintainedits momentum and continued to deliver through a combination of podcast
recordings, telephone conversation conferences and delivesgn$ory parcels.

3. Summary of project outputs

People inthe Tees Valley experiencing VI were engaged with their natural heritage through a wide
range of immersive learning activitieser atwo yearperiod. Key outputs were:

1. 53 people took part in a seried workshopsand walks celebrating the four seasointheir
local park/green space

2. 28 volunteersfrom four dFiend® ok groups received specialised trainimgdisability
awareness andighted guidertraining.

3. 38 volunteers fronF NJA Soupassisted with theelivery ofthe project, taking partin
the workshops walks and podcasts

4. 3 trainees from the TVWT gained work experiehgassisting with the delivery of the
workshops and walks

5. 8audio podcasts of walks with interviews wemeated and published, and distributed to
VI participans.

6. Vlparticipantsreceivedsensory boxeduring thecovid pandemic and memoryfolder at
the end of the project

7. Theproject was featurd on BBCountry He.

o

4. EBEvaluation of project outcomes on Hfunding objectives

4.1 A wider range of people will be involved in heritage

The project enabled 53 people with sight loss to experience and learn about their natural heritage
of local green spaces. Research carried out by GFlI, prior to the project, reveai@edembers of

VI groups in the Tees Valley were very interested in nature and wildlife but that they felt excluded
from enjoying green spaces and experiencing contact with nature and wiBé&feers to

participation recorded where:

() Lack of knowddge/information on facilities of sites and accessibility of footpaths
W No appropriate transport to visit sites

() Lack of facilities on sites (e/g toilets, accessible footpaths)

w Public events and activities in parks and countryside were not suifabteem.

() Not having friends and family to support them and share their interests in nature



W Lack of confidence in their ability to visit sites safely and meet new people

Many of the VI people surveyed, who then took part in the project, had aufditineeds and
requirements. Although some had been blind from birth, most had experienced sight loss in later
life. This was generally accompanied by other physical health issues that reduced their ability to
walk and stand, or other sensory loss suclh@aring, and for some people, early stages of
dementia. The combined effect of this was that they are excluded from experiencing their natural
heritage and therefore benefitting from the stimulation, exercise, social interaction and learning
opportunitieswhich nature can provide, that others take for granted.

Publicly owned parks and green spaces are there for all sectors of the community to enjoy and yet
for people with sight loss there are significant sogdhlysicaland economic barriers that preven
their access and enjoyment.

The scope of this project was small in terms of numbers of VI participants. This was due to a
realistic understanding by GFI of the considerable support that VI people would require to
participate fully in the project and have a meaningful learning exgoee. Small group sizes were
essential to ensure that the activities were tailored to the individual needs and interests of the
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experiences, through seasonally them&drkshopsfollowed bywalks facilitated by specialists in
accessing the needs of VI people and led by an experienced wildlife engagenaeitioner.






Example voice recordings from the workshops
Linthorpe Cemetery:

Leigh: When we were walking around the cemetery. Did you learn anything new today? A new experience
today?

Kasia: Yes, it was very interested to hear about the history of the cemetery it went back to 1600 this was
something new for me to know about the cholera in Middlesbrough which | did not know | have lived here for
55 years.

Leigh: 50 what did you learn anything new about the wildlife and the flora and fauna?

Kasia: Yes, about the bees and the ladybird. Yes, about the different leaves different trees different seeds, it
was very interesting, enjoyed it and it did bring back any memories of childhood, lovely picking up chestnuts
and reminded me of childhood. It's the tactile feel of them and the smell. In Poland we call this part of the
year golden Autumn and now | know why you saying, golden autumn because of the beautiful golden leaves.
Yeah, and the bits and bobs that were collected that will be for our art project which we will be doing with
Pam. yes well, I'm looking forward toit.

Ward Jackson Park:

Leigh speaking to the group: Right, so this is the Ward Jackson Park, and this is the workshop and its people
from Hartlepool V1 Club and we're just doing the evaluation on how they found the session with Tees Valley
wildlife Trust- So how have you found it today in general?

Group voices: very good, very interesting, and exceptional.
Leigh: That's good news and I'm pleased you enjoyed it and what did you enjoy most.

Group voices: Being able to touch, touching the animals well they are dead animals but, just being able to
feel them and touch touching the skin the grasses it’s wonderful. Each thing we touched whether it will be
vegetation or an animal, it was new each piece was interesting. | think I've swallowed a bird book today? All
the knowledge comes back which is nice isn't it.

Leigh: What could we have done better for you today? Do you think?

Eric: | just loved it in general I've had a really good time.

Leigh: Right William have you enjoyed your walk today?

William: yes, it was very interesting, and I've noticed more at my age now than | did years ago.

South Park:

Leigh: we just want to ask you all how have you how have you found it today. Pam said, one at a time?
Alan: I've found it absolutely marvellous, wonderful time,

Jonathan: I've learned about so many different things each time | visit there is something different! Different
leaves of the different trees! So yes, great thank you, the food was great too.

Rosalind: It made you look at things in a different perspective. I've noticed things that | would never have
noticed before. My helper was really great!

Mabel: | enjoyed every minute and what we learned was so informative.




4.2  Heritage will be identified and better explained

Voice recording during the activities and conveimas with participants demonstrated that a

huge amount of heritage learning took place. There was a wide range of knowledge and interest in
nature by participants before the project, with all confirming that they had learnt about wildlife
(questionnaire esponses). The most commomyed learning referred tavaslearning about the
different bird calls and song and being able to identify birds from their song. This was achieved
through listening to recordings during the workshops and then listening tosoingy during the

walks. This was complimented by an increased knowledge about the different species and their
habitats and about migratory and resident birds which the participants found interesting.
Participants also recalled learning about trees by beible to feel their bark and the leaves of
different species. The taxidermy mammals that formed part of the workshops were an especially
valuable learning resource for participants who had no sight from bitithnkexpressed how it
enabledhimto visualse the shape and size of a badger which was very differentwet he had
imagined. Another participanfnne was able for the first time to match the vocal cries of a fox
with what she can hear at night from her home.

The tasting exercises were muditscussed by participants, especially the rosehip sanghacorn
coffee. The workshopctivities such as playing conkers, tasting rosehip syrup and roasted
chestnuts over a fire prompted childhood recollections of outdoor p¥aych ispart of our shared
cultural heritage othe natural environment. The workshops and walks provided opportunities for
participants to learn from each other by sharing their knowledge and experiences of wildlife. An
example of this was a Yolishlady, Kaziashewas ableto input her knowledge of the folkloref

wild plants in her native country.

The reading of nature poetry was also used as an interpretive tool in the workshops. Whilst this
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intellectual and emotional connection with nature. It resulted in each of the groups creating a
collectived ¢ I ypdem & the final workshops.

The green space volunteers made a considerable contribution to the learning about the cultural
and historc heritage for the VI participants. Many of the volunteers have considerable local
knowledge of the green spaces that they care for. For example, the Friends of Linthorpe Cemetery
have social historians who shared their knowledge on the role that theetenyiplayed in the

history of Middlesbrough as an industrial town, whilst the Friends of South Park and Ward Jackson
Park were able to tell stories of the Victorian developments of these parks. The Friends of
Errington Wood were able to share their chitoid memories about the wood as well as their
knowledge of the rich ironstone mining history of the area.

The walks and later, the podcastdso build up an understanding of how the parks and green
spaces were managed and maintained for wildlife. All ¢haspects and the repeat visits built up a
multi-layered and irdepth knowledge for the participantRosemaryrom Redcar commented

how she had been to Errington Wood and knew it well as a teenager but that she felt that she
knew so much more about thetginow. Similar sentiments were reported by VI participants from
the Dalington group, many of whom kme South Park well from younger days when they were
more physically able, but now felt that they knew so much more about its historical development,
wildlife and how it was cared for by volunteers
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The podcasts extended the learning. These covered a walk with various staff and volunteers at the
sitesvisitedand additionalwalks including the River Tees and the Cleveland Coast. Enadded

VI partici@nts to find out about the other sites that the other groupsidizeen to.A VI participant

from HartlepoolO 2 Y Y S ylikBdrheading about the park in Darlington, | want to wisitt , oh

and theCemeteryin Linttorpe, | would never have thought that Middlesbrough churchyard

would have somuch wildlife 2 Sa | yR (K2aS o60ANRA |0 wSROIN a2z

4.3  People will have developed skills

Everyone involved in the project, not just the VI participants, gained skills. Developing and
deliverirg the project was a learning experience for GFl, TVWTakdrierds of 3 NP dzLJa &

The volunteers received specialist traininglisability awarenesby attendinga training
workshop.The training programmwas delivered by the Project Coordinator. It vieesedon the
Sighted Guider Traineourseand was tailoredo the needs of the project and the volunteers.

All of the volunteers interviewed found this training to be excellent, both in terms of gaimng a
understandingof the range of sight loss that people can experience and its causes and practical
techniques and practice in guiding VI people. They were ahlsdthese skills and the confidence
gainedduring the workshops and the walks, where theyistesl by guiding people around their

sites. Only one volunteer had received training on sensory loss before, and that was in an indoor
setting, so all of the learning was new to the volunteers. When aaked the project has been
completed all voluntees interviewed, said that they felt confident as a volunteer group to be able
to host a group of VI people if they were approached.

Volunteers from Linthorpe Cemetery and Ward Jackson Park also expressed that they had learnt
more about their own sitedn terms of wildlife identification skills from the TVWT. Those
volunteers who assisted in the workshops also gained skills in how to deliver environmental
education and interpretatiorand how to make the information accessiltg watching and

listeningto how the TVWT presented the workshops. The TVWT considered that the volunteer
groups had gained leadership skills by playing a supporting role in the workshops and walks. The
Friends of Linthorpe Cemetery also said that they picked up tips on leadihedgualks both for

VI participants and sighted people from TVWT, which they could use in their own annual
programme of public events and activities.

ThreeTVWT trainees gained training and experience in assisting and guiding VI people and
delivering enironmental interpretation workshops and walks. These three young people have
now gone on to employment in the environmental sector where they will be able to draw on these
skills and disability awareness in their caeer

TVWT staff enhanced their knowlgel and skills in environmental engagement with people with
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Manager has extensive experience of environmental education and community engagement. He

was able to adat sensory techniques used with children and successfully develop and apply them

to engage peoplewith sight loss to create a unique programme of workshops and walks. He also
reported that the support of GFI staff during the workshops and walks helped him to improve his
audiodescription skillend he gained a greater understandioigthe complex needef people

with sight loss through taking part in the project.
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TheDirector of GFI and théroject Co-ordinator reported a huge amount of learning in skitis
environmental interpretation and their local heritage, which is coveredl.@

Example of audio recorded feedback of sighted guiders from Friends of South Park
after they assisted with the first seasonal walk.

John Throw “it’s a pleasure to take people round to show people the South Park today.......We
are very proud of it and we enjoy showing it to people. It's a pleasure to share it with other
people.”

Fal Sarker “l would like to say that | have learnt a lot from the lady that | was guiding and | have
suddenly realised how much we could let them have the knowledge of the trees in the plants
and everything.”

Wendy Throw.“l was a bit daunted and | wondered what it would be like, | really enjoyed it
especially being with Maureen who | was guiding, we had a good talk and | hope | get you next
time Maureen!”

Mary Atkinson “ Hello this is my first occasion and | have really benefitted from it as | used to
have visual difficult and | couldn’t see very well myself | know | can see both sides. I've made a
new acquaintance, met new people! Delightful people, and many different perspectives on this
occasion. Another group that | go to with invented a word means you had a good laugh
titterworthy and worthy on this occasion”

Janet Bradshaw “yes | agree with that as well, we do love our parks. It's been a precious
pleasure to walk round with people and you know and to explain to people what is there And we
are going to develop a walk in the park book because we can’t remember all the things that
here. And we are going to try to describe some of the history with it as well”.

Marie Hirst “Well | didn’t know about this and | really wanted to take part in it Although lam a
friend of the park | didn’t really know a lot about the trees and that you know But you know
Sheila (VI person she assisted) knew quite a bit and Sheila and | got on like a house on fire we
are bison buddies now and | picked up so much information from people as well as | was
listening as | went around. | think it's fabulous and | really look forward to the next one. “

4.4  Peoplewill have learnt about heritage, leading to change in ideas and action

This has been covered in 4.1, 4.2 and 4LBarningabout wildlifeby the Vliparticipants in the
workshops and walk&as extendedn the podcastdy the ProjectCoordinatorwith interviews
with TVWT staff and othdocal environmentalistsThe podcasts alseent further in exploring
environmengl issues, linking local issues with national and global environmental challenges.

This was done in a positive and empowering way, giuggestions for hoveveryone, including
VI people could play a role. For example, pollution in local streams and wasrillowedby
suggestions about disposiing householdtems suchas wipesandreducingplastic Discussions on
the fall in the populaibns of previously common birds and insects was followeddscribing how
feeding garden birds and growing plants rich in pollen and nesgarhelp Discussionwith
participantsshowed they hadeflected ontheir role, and felt empowered andpen to tale more
proactive action in future.
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4.5  People will have greater welbeing

One of the most significar@chievementof the projectwasthe huge amount of pleasure and
enjoyment that the Vparticipantsgained fromtaking part. The prgroject questionnaires
revealed that participants had none or very limited opportunitiegainthe health and wellbeing
benefitsassociated witlbeing outdoors and experi@mgnature. In additionalmany of the
participants live alone and have few opportunities $ocial engagement, leaving them feeling
isolated and lonely.

The post projectjuestionnaireshowedall of the respondntsreporting that they, as a result of

taking part felt that their wellbeing benefited from being outdoors, learning about naturd an
beingpart of asocial group. In thpost projectgroup discussiond/Iparticipants were veryocal

in their appreciation of being involvesith animated descriptions and conversations about their
experiencesDuring thesaliscussions thegpokeat lengthof the simplepleasures of hearing bird

song and finding out about flowers and trees. Thppkeenthusiasticallyabout how well they

were looked after, how welcominitpe volunteers hadeen andsimply how much fun it had all
been.Commentsincldedad A i & & (KS KA, @tisHowsgl drenedr tooradd tog S S | €
f S| addtEivas a real adventuré For some learning the names of trees and birds had been a
totally newexperienced xeally made me appreciate what was around me, that was right on my
doorstep,and | neveknewe. Whilstfor othersit was an opportunity taekindle adeep interestin
naturethat theyhad not been able to enjoy since their sight and mobility |1&6ss.them sharing
andodzZA f RAy3a 2y GKSANI AyGiSNBada FyR 6SAy3a By3l 3
have family and they take me out, but it is usyahopping or for a drive outn these walks we

really found out so much about the history ahdh f Rf A TS>X A0 61 & FI N Y2NB

The enthusiasm of all the staff and volunteers delivering the project was infecmiuplifting to
the VI participantsx & 2edr so nuch doom andgloom inthe newsthese daysnd here are
fantastic people whaevork to care for animals and keep these parks cared for, it gives you hope
R2SayQi AGKE

TheTV filming forCountry Filevas aparticularhighlight forthe RedcaivI participants. Two
participantsreminisced, with gigglesabout how charming the TV presems were and how they
were treated like TVtars, another participantecalledhow her taxi drivehadrecognisecher

from the show andanother onhow it was something exciting to talk about to her fanaihyd other
care home residents

The sensorpoxes were an unexpected gift for the VI participants during the first Covid lockdown.
These were boxes that participants had decorated on a previous art project with GFI (more details
in 6.2). It was a real boost for many of thparticipants. These persnal boxes, podcasts, and
telephone calls were all commented on by tharticipants as being moments of joywhat was a

very lonely and worrying timeespecially as the majority tfe Viparticipants were classed as

QGovid vulnerable and restricted to &r homes for the first twelve weeks of Covid restrictions.
Feedback from the sensory keegfe boxes and photographs, highlighted that these will be
cherished items

From discussions with participants after the project it was apparent that the expmrgeof the
project had helped to create new and strengthen existing friendships with their peers sense
of camaraderie
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These relationships are of particular significance as most of their relationships are with family or
people who provide them withare,whereas these friendshipae of equals anduilt on shared
interests.

There were significant wellbeing benefits for the volunteers fromdReends2 Fgéoups,who
participated The reasons givelny themfor wanting to be involvedentred aroundthe
opportunity ofsharing their love of the site and enabliath people in their community access
which fitted into their group aimsThe volunteers reported feeling a great sense of pride and
satisfaction in taking part in the projeckhey felt valuedind respected by the project partners
and appreciated by the participants.

Keith Ferry, Friends of Errington Wodidd. & 61 & & 2 Y S i Kid whatth&@ ®eNE RA T F SN
normally do, which is thpractical forestryg 2 N XX 8S | NS | &a2O0Alatot S 0 dzy
storytelingd2 Al ¢l a a2YSiKAy3a ¢S Fff Sya22eSR I ¥iSN

Malcolm Cummings, Friends of Linthorpe Cemeterly K SNBX I a a2YS 27F 2dzNJ @2 f
do the gardening and strimming, this was something thabaturgroup could ontribute too, it
really helped ugrow a team of volunteei® ¢

Dorothy Humphreys, Linthorpe CemetenA it ¢ a a2 AYONBRAOES G2 0S
and help these people and see how much they loved the workshops, you could see the joy on their
faces and how much they enjoyed the walks

Jesstrainee Project Officer diThis was the best experience that | have had with the Wildlife Trust. It
was really exciting and so amazing to be able to have the opportunity to help people get out and
enoyldi KIF& YIRS YS NBFftAaS gKFG L GF1S F2N AN Y

For the TVWT and GFI there were wellbeing benefits assoaatkdatisfactionof delivering a
successful project for people in neeBteve AshtonTVWTAYou could really see the expressions of
amazement onLJS 2 L#ic&s@Ben feeling the dfied animalsand the joy whenistening to the
recordings of IR~ & 2 YomEeties deople arechatting so much about the thingsat they

were learning that it was harto fit everything irthat | had plannett

Leigh,ProjectCoordinatorfor GFI& lwas really hard work, and very strasisit times, especially
during lockdowrbut it was a brilliant project, | am so pleased that | was part of it. | learnt so much
aboutlocal wildlife and history, met some fantastic people and it was so worthwhile, it was life
changing for some of the people we engaged with

5.6  The funded organisation will be more resilient

GFlareawell-respectedsmall Community Interest Compamyth a strong trackecordin enabling
people with disability and sensory loss in leading full independent liN@s.project has built on
their existingexpertiseof supportingindependent partnershipworkingand managemenskills
This was an ambitioyzroject for GFElasit wastheir first venture intothe naturalheritage sector,
their first NLHFapplicationandtheir first partnership project with a heritage NGGFI thrived on
this challenge, deliveringfast-classproject. During the proje€ development GFI were very
open to advice fronNLHF staff, the TVWT, local VI support groapd Vipeople.They benefitted
from the input andsupport fromthe TVWT in developing the delivery pkamd costing of the
project.
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Although they found the applicain process dauntingheir enthusiasmandin-depth knowledge
of the local needs and interests of VI people enabled them to take on a new vemitilrgusta

GFlgained experience dferitage projecimanagementand administratiorthrough delivering the
project. TheQovid-19 pandemic was a challenge for atbanisations, large and smallt GFI were
quick to respondand were creative in howhey adapted the project plan antbntinuedto deliver
the project despitdl K S LJI yiéstBcvohDThé Project Coordinator brought a great deal of
experience okocial work with VI people intihe organisation complimenting and extending the
existingexperience There was a very steep learning curve in terms of uskgithl and technical
skills which enabled the project to continue to deliver through lockdown.d@mple the useof
audiorecording, video and the production and distributiohpodcasts.Skills were also gained in
the use ofsocial mediaand experience of working withraational TV crewAll this has increased
the capacity of the organisation.

The publicity around the projec{especially Y coverage, sociahedia,and podcasts) hasaised

the profile of GFlboth regionally and nationally. It has already resulted in GFI leaad its
horizonswith the developmenbf newprojects and funding applicationsTheexperience gained

from delivering asuccessfuNLHF funded prct will enable the organisation tbenefit from a

wider range of funding streams, making it more financisélgure.GFl is also planning a project
which will include the production of saleable items to generate a small amount of income, making
the organisation more sustainable.

4.7  The loal area will be a better place to live, work or visit

As aresult of the specialist training and experiences in guiding people Wi, theparticipating

G CNRA Sy Ra arg fare a@axPotiticdhazards on their footpaths, suchashanging
branchesand unevenfootpath surfaces thatire encountered by people with low visiofhis
knowledgeis alreadyinfluencing how these green spaces areim@ned and improved For
example the chaiperson of the Friends &ard Jackson Park hastout proposals for
improvementsand discussethesewith Hartlepool Borough Councihichare now being
integratedin to the park management plaithe Friends of Errington Wood awking a conscious
effort of making sure thatheir woodland management work does noteatea hazard and that
major routes are more accessibléhey plan to make additional benches to allow rest alongside
key footpatrs as well and this winter they will be thinning an area near the car parking to allow for
people with reduced mobility to have aoedland experience without walking any distancene
Friends of Linthorp Cemetery and the Friends of South Park have walked all thpdtts to

asess for hazardsn South Park the project has been an impédtusthe redevelopment of the
Parks Sensor@ardenwith Groundwork. Albf the groups have also learnt how to improve their
leaflets and other site information which they will be able to implement when they update these
publications.

The project has made a contribution to local pridée podcastsdwve been listened tby people
throughout the IKandbeyond.This along with theCountryFHle programme hashone a positive
light on theTeesValley as an attractive place to live andbaward-thinkinginclusive societyThe
profile of volunteers in thgreen spaces l&been enhancedThis isall welcomed as a boost to

the nationalperceptionof the area, oftenportrayed as suffering from economic and social
deprivation. People who were not directly involved in the project were also proud of the project
being delivered in their local green space
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Marie Hrst¥ N2 Y { 2 dalhdwet plit Ngpostdon our cebookpageshowing VI people on

the walks andvorkshopswe received many sharesd positive comments. This was followed by

spikesm the number of followers. Our Facebook page now has over #fhdO@ers compared to

around 1,000 two years aySome of thisisresultof @ AR a ¢Sff Fa GKAA LI

4.8  The local economy will be boosted

GFI and TVWare both locabrganisationemploying local people and serviceksocal, small
independently run cafes and catericgmpaniesvere used to provide catering for the project and
minibus transport was provided by an independent local firm.

5. Reasons why the project was successful
5.1  Project development and planning

One of the key reasons for the success of the project was the extensive development work carried
out. This development work was unfunded, and was a significant investment by both GFI and
TVWT.

GFI conducted a considerable amount of research and commioncaith partners, volunteers

and VI participants before the start, as part of the project planningMationalLottery

application process. This included; taking advice from the TVWT on natural heritage
interpretation, working with the Tees Valley Wilde&n Places project (dLlHF funded project) to
ARSYUATeEe LRGSYGAFf AGCNASYRa 27T édistubsidsanneed R I NB
with localdisability supporibrganisationsThis was followed with visits by GFl and TVWT to all of
the sites toassess their accessibilidyd suitability for VI visits. Meetings were held with
representatives of Friends groups to explain the draft project and to gauge their interest in taking
part init and undergoing specialist sensory loss awareness traininthefwonversations and
guestionnaires with potential VI participants helped to refine the project plan. All of this took
time and was a considerable unfunded investment by GFl and TVWT

As a result of tls cruciadevelopment work all of the partners, volunteers and potential
participants were enthused and committed to the venture. When funding was securedNibth,

it enabled the project to hit the ground running in terms of delivery, with everyone having a clear
understanding of their roles and responsibilities in the project delivery. A disadvantage was that
for the volunteers, it felt like a long wait between the initial meetings and the project starting.
Whilst most of the groups understood the grant applica process, some of the volunteers from

the Friends of Errington had not appreciated how long this would take and needed te be re
energied when the project did start.

5.2  The importance of peer groups

From previous experience both GFI and TVWT knewiftttagy offered this programme as open

to bookings by individuals who were visually impaired directly that it would be unlikely that they
would raise interest even with careful targeting of promotional material. Attending a new activity
g KSNB @& 2ndw aRy®né Qb is delivering it or the other people attending takes a lot of
confidence and is even more challenging for people who are VI. By working with VI people who
were already in welestablished support groups, themabled peopldo attend with their friends

or at least with one other person that they knew.
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In addition, all but theMiddlesbrough participantBad attended art and craft workshops with GFI
so there was an already established relationslaipd trust During the projectour additionalVI
people joined on the recommendation of people already attending.

5.3  The careful selection of the outdoor sites

The initial idea was for the project to take place in Tees Valley nature reserves which would

provide an immersive experience in nature.4H8 S NE FNRBY DCLQa (y2¢f SR3
complex mobility needs and health issues of the potential participants, urban parks were chosen
instead. The need for accessible toilets was paramount and as many of the VI participants also

have limited walkig ability, with some requiring walking frames or wheelchairs, surfaced

footpaths were required. Ward Jackson Park, South Park and Linthorpe Cemetery Local Nature
Reserve all had the benefit of an indoor meeting room, enabling the workshops and walke to ta

place in the same location. All three had been in receipt of previtat®onal bttery Parks for

People grants, resulting in high quality infrastructure.

An equally important consideration on the choice of urban parks and green spaces was the
existenc ¥ I AGNRY3I ySié2N] MNMHARuddedNkeS VaRey Wikl Greend NP dzL.
Places project was able to identify candidate groups and arrange and attend introductory
meetingswith GFI. Because this previous TVWT project had besnccessful antlad

establishedositive relationships, volunteers had confidence in the new venture that TVWT would

be a partner in and were they were keen to get their volunteers involved, despite it being

something new to them.

Errington Woodsliffered from the otherthree sites in being a woodland local nature reserve that
ismanaged as a countryside site for informal recreation. It has no tarmac surfaced footpaths,
toilets, or indoor venue. Its selection was made as the TVWT considered that the mature
woodland and fatreaching views over the Tees estuary would provide an exhilarating walk for the
participants. In addition, the friendly Friends group volunteers were expétosting fire circles,
outdoor cooking,and green woodworking, which would provide a unique experience. It is also one
of the few woodlands in the area with fairly level terrain. The choice of this site necessitated
additional expenses of hiring a disattlacces$ortaloo. The disadvantage was mudspecially on

the winter walk. Twaarticipants, with wheelchairseturned from the trips with muddy

equipment which was not well received by their care workétewever, both participants felt that
this inconenience was worth the experience. The laclanindoor venue necessitated the
workshops taking place in an alternative local location. After lockdown there was a dmange
location to Locke Park in Redcar. This was equally enjoyed by the participa@siadlg as it had a
lakewhere they could feed the waterfowl, however it meant that tBeringtonFriends group
volunteerswere not involvedOther local volunteers were recruited and trained including a GP
and a local councillor.

Post project reflectionby the TVWT was that they would have liked to extend the experiences of
the participants to the more natural surroundings of their nature reserves. Whilst acknowledging
that there would be practical issues, they considered that some of the younger amé mo
physically able participantmaybe motivated to extend their experiences with a more challenging
outdoor experienceafter enjoying the workshops and the parks visits
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5.4  Training of volunteers

The training of thevolunteers was an essential componeri the project. The walks could not
have taken place safely without the participantsreceiving physicassistance from visually
sighted guiderss some individuals needed one to one suppGifel identified the need to have a
trained Sighted @ide totell them where they are and to prompt them to dangers in their path.
There are few gperienced volunteers this and it was vergeneficial to train the volunteers
from the dFriends of groups because they could also contribute theid&pth knowledgeabout
their site. The training also enaldlthem to carry out risk assessments of their sites enabling
them to improve accessibility for VI peopld2roject Coordinator Leigh NicolsdWe needed our
guests to be able to safely explore their surroundings in unfamiliar places

Thetraining was essential to manage health and safatyl it was avay inwhichto bringpeople
togeth
er.

Examples of audio recorded feedback from VI participants during a season walk:

Sheila Oultorwho hassight loss and hearing losst ¢ A i K 2odeiio-oiefedp | would not
KSFENJAGH LG YFERS AG a2 aLISOAlLtr GKIFyl @

Maureen McClelandd L Sy 22& SR Y& 3IdzARS> y24 o60SAy13
LQ@S aSSy ( Nydiyandarkaly@R 218 SRS MBI H ¢

The visually impaired guests enjoyed the company of the guiders and they made friendships. The
trainees enjoyed the experience of doing something new and enjoyed learning todetiner.
evaluation of the session, the trainees siudy had gained more confidence and had learned new
skills. They had a raised awareness of the needs of the visually impaired guests. We as an
organisation felt more confident on taking people with disabilities on walks outside with our
volunteers competentlyrained as sighted guiderslost of the volunteers had little awareness of

the effects of sight loss, and the consequential effdasswould haveon mobility and orientation.

5.5The value of the workshops

Each seasonal walk was preceded bynalwor workshop This was a departure from how the
TVWT normally work with groups, preferring to do as much of the engagement outdoors as
possible. Post project evaluation revealed that the workshops were an integral part of the
LINE 2bicaess) dhe workshopsatted everyone to get to know each other in advance of the
walks. The initial workshop built up trust of the participants with TVWT staff and the volunteers
who they had not met with before. The participants expressed that they felt welcomed by the
volunteersand itenabled then to become familiar with the layout of the buildiagised for the
workshops and luncheand the toilets in advance bthe walks, something that GFdcognised

was important for people who are visually impaired. The volunteers reported that it was valuable
to them in calming their nerves, as they were able to gain a greater understanding of how
volunteers needed supporting on the walks. This was egpizas those volunteers who chose not
to attend the pre walk workshop (Friends of Errington wood) expressed their anxiety prior to the
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morning of the first walk, whereas, having met the participants in the workshop the week before,
the volunteers from theother friends groups reported feeling confident.

As well as an introduction to the walks the workshops were valuable learning experiences in
themselves, with all of the participants recalling knowledge that they gained. Sitting comfortably
and not worying about hazards whilst walking for visually impaired people allowed them to
concentrate fully on the activities and enabled round table discussions. It was so successful that
the TVWT is considering making more use of indoor workshops with other gitwaipthey work

with.

5.5 The importance of providing lunches

During the project development the provision of social lunchesptind off each workshop and
walk, was factored into the project costs. This was because GFI recognised that with travel time,
especially by minibus, the mornings would be very long for participants. This would have meant
that some of the participants would miss their main cooked noédhe day. The provision of
nutritious lunches enabled the activities to run for an entire morning. The lunch times provided
opportunities for the sessions to be extending in a more informal way with the volunteers staying
for lunch and engaging in wilt# themed conversations with the participants. Both participants
and volunteers mentioned the lunches as being a real treat, making the day something to look
forward to. Many of the participantare on very reduced economic meass eating out is a rare
treat. The lunches alsgavea rare opportunity to socialise and build on existing and new
friendships.

A highlight for the participants and volunteers at Erringiéood was the BBQ, with food cooked
over an open fire using wood from forestry tree fefjioperations. For some participants it was a
new experience, with one woman in her 80s experiencing roasting marshmddote first

time. This warming food was welcomed on the winter walks, with the added benefit of the fire
keeping people warm and eated a natural circle wher&iends group volunteers could share
stories of the site. For the final summer walks, that took place aftebeidlockdown, lunches
took the form of picnics instead of indooslthough this was weathedependent and we hatb
re-schedule one of the walkshis had the added benefit of extending the time that participants
were outdoors, and several people reported that this made the sessions feel like a special day out,
bringing back memories of countryside picnics of tlobitdhood or with their children when they
were young.

5.6 Partnership workingand skilled practitioners

GH were the project leaders and acted the fundingbody, but this was a partnership project in
the full sense of the word. Partnership working in NBG® common, but less comon across
different sectorsGFI and TVWT brougiery different and complimentary skill sgb the project.
Neither partners had worked together before, having met by chance bihHF grant workshop in
East Cleveland. Their shdrdesire to connect VI people to their natural environment resulted in
the development of the project. A strong relationship was built during the project development
based on mutual respectThe post project interviewgnabledboth partiesto recognisethat they
could not have delivered the project without the partner

PamBennett, GF ¢ KS 2 Af Rt AFS ¢NXHzAd 6SNB 1S@& (KNRdJzZAK?2
developing the project, and Sue introduced uth&d 12ndsofé groups andvisitedpotential local
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siteswith me. Steve had so much knowledge and wonderful ways of making nature accessible, |
was confident that we were in safe handswhe®it YS (2 (KS g2NJ] aK2LJA | yR

Steve Ashton, TVWT2 S g2dzZ R Yy SOSNJ KI @S 0 SSyarddpeoie 12 NB|
without GFI. As well as their knowledge in that sector they also workedheigheoplewho came
beforeso they understootheir needd Yy R Kl R o6dzA f (0 dzZLd NBf I GA2Yy & KA LY

Although the project could have been delivered in green places without f@egrdusit would
not have been as richn experience for the VI participants and there would not have been the
learning,skills,and wellbeing outcomes that the volunteers gath

There was very clear understanding of the roles and responsibilities of each partner in the project
delivery plan, which avoided any duplication or confusibms enabled the project to run

smoothly. During the workshops and walks the TVWT weretalfldly concentrate on

environmental interpretation, confident that all the logistics, such as transport, rbooking,and
catering were taken care of by GFlI.

The staff from GFI and TVWT who developed thaggzt also played a key role in its delivery
These staff have considerable expertise and practical experience in their professionalfields.
ecologicaknowledgeof the TWVT staff was importanbut it was their skills in communicating this
knowledge in an accessible aadgaging way, that madd¢ heritage learning successful. In
addition to the experience of social and wellbeing care of people with sensory loss theaFI
were skilled at sharing these skills with TVWT staff and volunteers thitoaiging andmentoring.
A project of this typeloes require a great deal pfoject management ad community
engagement skilio be as successful as it was in this case.

5.7 Good logistic planningcommunication,and flexibility

The delivery of the project required a considerable amount of logistitahgements and
communication by GFéspecially byhe Project Coordinator. This involved the usual arranging
dates with all partners, booking of venues, arranging transport, liaising over lunches, with four
different Vigroups,four Friend3 groups, far locations and the TVWT. Whilst this is typical of all
community engagement projects, an additional consideratiaas thewide rangeof individual
communication needsf the Viparticipants,ranging from emails, positmessagesand telephone
calls due to short term memory needsome of the participantalsoneeded remindershe day
before each activityThe factthat the Vlparticipants and volunteers reportiall the organisation

to be excellent with nassuesrecalled demonstrated how carefullyllahis work was carried out,
with an attention to detail.The volunteers interviewagreported that they understood the aims of
the object from the start, were clear what their role was, were kept informed throughoutthat
their role was valued.

6. Challenges
6.1 The varied and complex needs of VI participants

Whilst all ofthe participants werevisually impairedsight lossovers a widgange of conditions
and levelof impairment Most of the participants had experienced sight loss in l&fer the
commoncausedeing agerelated macular degeneration, glaucontataract,and diabetic
retinopathy.As well asight loss mangf the participants had age relatdtealth issueshat result
in reducedphysical mobility and other sensory loss. Sqraeticipantswere alsochallenged with
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short term memory lossand areduction in cognitive abilitand afew werein the early stages of
dementia. Understanding and responding to the needs of every individushwhallenge

It was overcome bthe smallgroup sizes, anthe experience angatience of GHtaff in treating
every person as an individual with unique needs. This enabled all of the participants to gain
maximum benefit from taking part.

6.2 Changes in delivery in response to the Co\ipandemic

The lockdowns imposed due to the Cot@l meant that delivery athe final set of four Spring
workshops and walks were suspended in 2020. A project extension was grantgHiByand
these final activities took place in thate summer of 2021.

GFI wereextremelyproactive anccreative in their response to the pandemic. Thiegognised
that, due to their ageand associatetssuesthat the VI participants woulte especiallyulnerable
to Covid andbeisolated. They responded by carrying outld audit of the needs and abilities of
the participants This revealedhe extent ofhow limited their access is to methods of
communication. Some have no internet connection at all or are not able to use computers. The
landlinewastheir mainlink plus nobile phones for others The Project Coordinator quickly letar
aboutaudio video recordingnd createda podcast of a walk. Thigas publishednline. It was
also recorded on to memory sticks for participants who had access to a lapfogisy readeand
onto CDs for thosevho did not. The feedback from the participants was veogitive,so that 8
podcastsof walks were recordedver the length of the projecind distributed during the
pandemic https://uk-podcasts.co.uk/podcast/sensirtge-wild

In regponseto the Covidcancellations and to support the participanGFlput together keepsake
boxes¢ wooden boxesvhich had beerecorated by participants in some thfe GFI activity

groups held prior to the lockdown$hese werdilled with multtsensory contentgtouch, smell

and taste) including items collected tme walks- feathers, pine cones, lavender, leaves, acorns
etc. plusawrapped chocolate and a lemon sherbbli, HFstickers,a TVWT sticker and a covering
letter in large print ( one copy made in Braille) to send out to all participants as a surprise. These
were very wellreceived,andthere wassome great feedback.

To continue keeping in toudBFI als@ent out a CD of bird song in October with a hamade

tactile Halloween card (a raised and outlined pumpkin picture designed specifically for our Blind

and visually impaired people with a chocolate spider inside.) We again put an upbeat message in
and had a Braille copy of that mad&FI madeuse af K S t 2 AIGNIWAFGIASDS T2 NJ G K S
postal service for these items, which has made it possible.

GFI werealso able to draw down a rangd smallCovid specific grants to compliment the Sensing
the Wild Project. This enabled them s$et up telephone conferencesing landlines rather than
zoom which was not accessible bypshof the participants. Memories of the walks and

workshops formed the basis of many of the discussions and the Project Coordinator was able to
stimulate environmental discussions based on ploglcastsencouraging théeeding o garden

birds for example.

This work through th@andemicwasconsideredessentiaby GFI, irmaintaining the momentum
of the projectand keeping in contact with the VI groups

6.3  Transport
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The pre project questionnaires highlighted that the lack of appropriate transport was a major
barrier in preventing VI people from accessing nature and wildlife.

The provision ofranspat, whilst a significant costyas vital to the project. Minibuses wita

driver were hired to transport the participants to the workshops and walks. Without transport
being provided it is unlikely that many of the participants would have been able to take part.
Whilst a few of the participants were confident to use busés, thajority were not. lraddition,

the locations of most of the sites made access by public transport either not possible or ahvolve
two or three bussesNR Y LJS2 L) SQa KdaioSahcorhpyicRtiorls 8ng& &nikety for
participants.

The GFI projeatoordinatoraccompaniedhe driver and assisted participants one ofthe

journeys. She reported the advantage was that the journey was part of the advesrdran
opportunity for people to chatHoweverthere were initially issues with the suitability the

vehicles for wheelchair users which was very stressful on the first trip and it rae@ny long day

for the project worker. The novelty also soon wore off for the participants, especially on the return
trip, with the time taken to drop people offtaheir homes. For the posiovid trips taxis were

used to enable more social distancifignis proved to be a better alternatiasthe participants

were able to arrange their own transport, usually with a known company and driver who were
familiar with their needs, and then they claimed the money back from the project.

6.4 Weather

Whilst before the project VI participants wecenfident in beingprepared to go out whatever the
weather with comments such @y 2 & dzOK KAy 3 | & o0l R ¢ SdndokSNJ 2d
OAG 27F NI Ay tBegenblappadzitdo the ofgais¢rs that weather did play an
important role in the enjoyment of the walks. Due to the limited mobility of many of the
participants, including some people in wheelchairs, they were much more likely to be affected by
adverse weather, especially getting cold. The project was designed for the participants to
experience all the seasons, and despite the cold the winter sessions tkeseccessful. GFI on
reflection consider that they would be reluctant to plan outdoor walks during winter months

again Another option, suggested by the TVWT staff would be to have a combination of workshop
and walk whereby participants spent a shorteanount of time outdoors.The confidence to make
decisions to cancel in poor weather is also important. The cancellation of one summer walk due to
driving rain was made. This was the right decision but as it was last minute it did have costs of
cancelled tansport and lunches as well as additional organisational time.

6.5 Coordination time and costs

The project was completedithin the grant budgetThis was despite all of the additional work
carried out duing theCovid pandemicThis vaspossiblebecatse of thetight financial
managementhowever abiggercontingency element in the budget would have helped especially
as this was a new and previously untested project.

When guestioned on the costing tife project management angroject coordinator costs, it is
apparent that both the Managing Director of GFI and the Project Coordinator put in many
hundreds of hours of additional unpaid work to make the project succesSiihsiderable work
wasrequired onlogistics and communicath with VI participants to ensure the smooth running of
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the project. This wapatrticularlytime consuming as th¥l participantdad varied communication
needs(large print, email, audio messaging telephone calls).

In addition, the project took opportunigs that arose during the delivery such as involvement in
the BBQCountryfile programme, local radio interviews and presentations to other organisations
and extensive social media post¥he TVWT felt that they were able to deliver their contributions
to budgd, demonstrating that it is theoordination andogistic time costs that were undepsted
in the grant application ttNLHF.However if GFl were to submit an application with the traest
of staff time it is unlikely that the applicatiowould beconsicered value for monepy NLHF due
to the small number of direct VI participants. It is importantXaHF to acknowledge that high
guality heritage engagement with people with sensory loss is expensive and that tj@stpro
through its rippleeffect hadfar reaching benefits in terms of the wider outcomes and legacy.

9. Legacy

The project has had a large ripple efféat alocal project achieving a much wider impact than
the VI participantyolunteers,and delivery partnersould have imaginedGFI and TVWT always
considered this as a pilot project that could contribute to learning within their sectors, and they
have been proactive in sharing their experienckgy examples are:

1 Featured as a case study in a Wildlife Trust caring for greesespenuat a tool box for
green spac@rojects and volunteers

1 Mid-project presentation byGFiwith 3 visually impaired participants north eastand
nationalNLHF staff and featured on HF website

1 Presentationby Darlingtonvolunteer, Fal Sarker, atational meeting of the Botanical
Society ofGreat Britain and Ireland

1 Communications by TVWT to the Wildlife Trusts People and Wildlife staff of the national
network of Wildlife Trusts

1 Publication of podcasts oviouTubeand other digital platforms

1 Interview by(Royal National Institute of Blind PeopRNBI of the Project Coordinator

1 Shared learning through Tees Valley Nature Partnership.

10. Building on success

As a result of delivering the project the experience gained in the use of specialrshanft
technologyand theuse of sounds to evoke memories of placés| andVWTisbeing usedo
inform theirwork inthe development ofa Soundscapeprojectdesigned for the visually inggred.
In addition, GFlis exploring the development of new partnershipsRiichmondand centralLondon
lookingat trainingvolunteers inheritage interpretation for VI people.

There is currently a dearth of practical information availablepi@ctitioners inboth the
environmentaland sociataresectorson the development and delivery of natural heritaged
wildlife for wellbeingactivitiesfor people with sensory lossTheinterest in the project from other
Wildlife Trusts and the curremecognitionof the value of regular access mnature demonstrates
that therewould begreatvalue in GFI and TVWT simartheir approach. This could be achieved by
the production ofa bestpractice guide that could ba step by step approagtcovering delivering
sensoryimpairment training, risk assessments for outdoor visdsas,inspirations for tried and
tested sensory activities and givipeactical tips
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Seasonal wildlife walks exploring nature
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