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"Accessible Outdoor Recreation" 

 
WELCOME AND INTRODUCTION 

 
Robin Helby 

Disabled Ramblers 
 

Outdoor Recreation has the potential to make a valuable contribution to the health 
and well being of people with disabilities.  The benefits are clearly recognised and 
much good work has been done by many outdoor recreation organisations in 
raising the standard and quality of physical access. First the BT Countryside for All 
Standards and then Natural England‟s By All Reasonable Means have 
encouraged real improvements in access to the outdoors. 

A further impetus has been the implementation of the Disability Discrimination Act 
2005, with the obligation to promote equality for disabled people. But whilst recent 
years have seen many initiatives and many improvements on the ground, there 
has been rather less emphasis on how best to get information about access 
opportunities out to people, and particularly to disabled people. 

For many people with disabilities, access to the outdoors involves much more than 
just physical movement. It includes the entire journey there and back home again. 
Is there the means of transport and how long will it take? What will it cost? Whilst 
they are there, will they find the facilities essential not just to enjoying recreation, 
but just being away from home?   

The provision of information and the quality of all that information remains as a 
significant and generally unmet challenge.  So the opportunity presented in this 
Workshop has been to put across the message that outdoor recreation resources 
can be accessible to all forms of disability, physical, sensory and mental 
impairment. 

The Workshops consisted of a series of interactive sessions, aiming to review: 

 How effective the Act has been in stimulating improved recreational access 
to the outdoors. 

 Exchange good practice in improving access and information regarding 
outdoor recreation for disabled people 

 Identify priority issues and areas of work to be taken forward on the next 
few years. 

It is hoped that this Workshop can help stimulate the development of common 
approaches to information provision and its effective communication to people with 
disabilities. 
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Outdoors for All: What are the Priorities for Creating  
Inclusive Outdoor Environments? 

 
Dave Waterman 

Head of Recreation and Access Policy 
DEFRA 

 
 

The terms of the Disability Discrimination Act 
 
The DDA 1995 
The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 1995 made it unlawful to discriminate 
against a disabled person. This Act included two key concepts (as far as access is 
concerned): (i) the provider of services, or service provider; (ii) a duty to make 
reasonable adjustments. 
 
The Act made unlawful for a provider of services to discriminate against a disabled 
person by failing to make reasonable adjustments where the effect of that failure is 
to make it impossible or unreasonably difficult for the disabled person to make use 
of the service. Essentially this meant that it was no longer enough to do nothing in 
order not to discriminate. 
There was some debate as to whether local authorities were service providers; 
this was resolved by the 2005 DDA. As to what is „reasonable‟, this remains a key 
imponderable and an evolving area of case law. 
 
The DDA 2005 
Rather than simply establishing that local authorities were service providers, the 
2005 Act introduced two sections devoted to the duties and obligations of public 
authorities. Public authorities would include any person or organisation whose 
functions are of a public nature and will cover all local authorities, National Park 
Authorities and central Government. 
 
The first section1 makes it unlawful for a public authority to discriminate against a 
disabled person in the carrying out of any of its functions. Again the principle of 
reasonable adjustments applies.The second section 2 imposed a general duty on 
public authorities. Every public authority shall in carrying out its functions have due 
regard to the need to eliminate discrimination and harassment, and to promote 
equality and positive attitudes and encourage participation in public life by disabled 
persons. 
 
The effect of section 2 of the 2005 Act is to prohibit discrimination, where not 
specifically covered elsewhere in the Act, in the exercise of all public functions 

                                            
1
 section 2 of the 2005 Act introduced new sections 21B to 21E into the 1995 Act 

2
 section 3 of the 2005 Act, introduced new sections 49A to 49F into the 1995 Act 
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other than (in broad terms) those of legislation, prosecution, judicial acts, and state 
security. This new prohibition of discrimination will therefore cover decisions by 
Ministers, local authorities, the Police and other governmental organisations.  
Discrimination means that, for a reason which relates to the disabled person‟s 
disability, a public authority treats him less favourably than it treats or would treat 
others to whom that reason does not or would not apply; and it cannot show that 
the treatment in question is justified.  
 
Discrimination also means where the authority has a practice policy or procedure 
which makes it impossible or unreasonably difficult for the disabled person to 
receive any benefit that is or may be conferred, or that any detriment is not 
unreasonably adverse for a disabled person. 
 
The first of these deals with the possibility that the exercise of a function may 
confer benefits on people affected by the exercise of the function. The provisions 
require public authorities to make reasonable adjustments to ensure that is not 
„impossible or unreasonably difficult‟ for a disabled person to receive such a 
benefit. 
 
The second deals with the possibility that the exercise of a function may subject 
people affected by its exercise to a detriment. For example, that would be the case 
where a law enforcement agency exercises a power to arrest or detain members 
of the public. In these cases, the provisions require public authorities to make 
reasonable adjustments in order to avoid making it „unreasonably adverse‟ for 
disabled people. 
 
It is important again to note that that discrimination can include not making a 
reasonable adjustment to the way the function is carried out – so in some cases 
simply doing nothing is not an option. 
 
These discrimination provisions are subject to certain exceptions, which contain an 
element of proportionality and reasonableness. With regard to cost, the Act says 
costs could be a factor in justifying non-compliance where “treating the disabled 
person equally favourably would in the particular case involve substantial extra 
costs and, having regard to resources, the extra costs in that particular case would 
be too great”. 
 
All of this applies only to functions within the authority‟s powers and will not apply 
where a public authority is exercising a statutory power and has no discretion as to 
whether or how to exercise that power, or no discretion as to how to perform its 
duties. 
 
Elaborating on Section 3 of the 2005 Act, this imposes a general duty on public 
authorities. Every public authority shall in carrying out its functions have due 
regard to the need to:  
 
(a) eliminate discrimination that is unlawful under this Act;  
 
(b) eliminate harassment of disabled persons that is related to their disabilities;  
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(c) promote equality of opportunity between disabled persons and other persons;  
 
(d) take steps to take account of disabled persons‟ disabilities, even where that 
involves treating disabled persons more favourably than other persons;  
 
(e) promote positive attitudes towards disabled persons; and  
 
(f) encourage participation by disabled persons in public life.  
 
The duties are intended to ensure that bodies that exercise public functions 
“mainstream” disability rights issues when exercising those functions. This means, 
in broad terms, that public bodies, when making decisions, or when developing or 
implementing a new policy, must make consideration of the needs of disabled 
people an integral part of the policy-making or decision-making process with a 
view to eliminating discrimination and harassment and to improving opportunities 
for, and promoting positive attitudes towards, disabled people. In addition, when 
exercising functions, bodies must take account of the need to encourage disabled 
people to take part in public life. 
 
It should be noted that (d) above requires public authorities to have due regard to 
the need to take steps to take account of disabled persons‟ disabilities or, in effect, 
to have due regard to the need to take steps to overcome the effects of disabilities. 
This underlines that „equality of opportunity‟ cannot be achieved simply by treating 
disabled and non-disabled people alike, and recognises the long-standing principle 
that it is sometimes necessary to take positive steps to overcome the barriers 
faced by disabled people by making reasonable adjustments. 
 
Certain bodies, including National Park authorities (and Defra), are subject to 
specific duties under the 2005 Act. These bodies were required, Statutory 
Instrument 2005, No 2966, to publish a Disability Equality Scheme by 4th 
December 2006. The scheme must set out how the body will fulfil its 
responsibilities under the general duty and should, for instance, demonstrate that 
disabled people have been involved in producing the scheme and developing the 
action plan. 
 
How the DDA defines a person with disabilities 
For the purposes of the Act, a “disabled person” is a person has a physical or 
mental impairment which has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on his 
ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities; this includes mobility, manual 
dexterity and physical co-ordination, but could include other things, such as 
learning difficulties. This is constantly being re-defined by the courts. 
20% - 1 in 5 - adults in England are disabled in some way 
 
Roles and responsibilities  
 
Public authorities  
Where an access authority exercises its public function, whether as a statutory 
duty or a power, then it would have to meet the obligations of the Act. For example 
this would include: 
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 approving gates & stiles and other path furniture; 

 making legal orders for the creation, diversion and extinguishment of rights 

of way, including any associated path furniture; 

 entering agreements with landowners to improve path furniture (s.147ZA)3; 

 maintaining any rights of way that are legally maintainable at public 

expense; 

 taking action to remove any obstructions. 

 managing any other land which is accessible to the public, e.g. country 

parks. 

Landowners  
With most forms of statutory public access, the DDA does not, of itself, place 
obligations on the landowner4, except with regard to stiles and gates. Broadly 
speaking, the law considers the public right to be an imposition on the landowner; 
and that stiles and gates are „limitations‟ to the public‟s right, which exists for the 
benefit of the landowner and therefore the landowner‟s responsibility to maintain5. 
 
As the local authority is responsible for authorising new structures, it would have to 
have regard to the Act. It is has no duty to require the replacement of existing 
structures, but has powers to enter into agreements with land owners to improve 
or replace them. The DDA would appear to place a duty on local authorities to use 
these powers where they can, but they cannot do so without the landowner‟s 
cooperation. 
 
Where a land owner provides access that is non-statutory public access and 
provides signs, gates, stiles or other infrastructure, whether for profit or altruistic 
reasons, it is likely that they would be regarded as service providers under that Act, 
which would bring them within the Act‟s obligations. As to whether landowners are 
required to make reasonable adjustments for disabled people, the courts would 
need to consider what it is reasonable to expect a landowner to do, taking into 
account possible factors like: the cost and practicability of making the adjustment; 
financial and other resources available to the landowner; land management; and 
the extent to which any voluntary provision overcomes the barrier which the 
disabled person faces in accessing the service. 
 
What are the priorities for creating inclusive outdoor environments, in other 
words, what needs to be done? 
That will clearly depend to large extent on what people with disabilities need. 
 
Defra and Natural England have jointly produced an action plan entitled: “Outdoors 
for All? – An Action Plan to increase the number of people from under-represented 
groups who access the natural environment”6. Although this action plan goes 
above and beyond the statutory obligations and duties imposed by the legislation, 

                                            
3
 now arguably overtaken by the DDA 

4
 for owner also read occupier 

5
 although they can claim a proportion of the cost on rights of way 

6
 The Natural England website is undergoing change at the time of writing, but the document can 

be found by entering its title in the website‟s search facility 
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the research underpinning the Plan gives us a helpful insight into where the key 
issues lie. 
 
Research reports entitled “What about us? - Diversity Review evidence”7 (parts 
one and two) are available from Natural England‟s website. The Rural White Paper 
(2000) identified that certain groups are underrepresented amongst users of the 
countryside and green outdoor spaces. The research centred on the following 
groups. 
 

 People from black and minority ethnic backgrounds 

 Disabled people 

 Young people 

All the people were also from inner city areas. 
 
The reports tell us that, in contrast to ethnic minority people and young people, the 
vast majority of disabled people anticipated that they would receive a warm 
welcome in the countryside, specifically as disabled people. In fact, they expected 
rural people to be friendlier and more helpful than most urban dwellers because, 
the slow pace of life in the rural communities would make rural residents more 
tolerant towards disabled people. There was no sense, in any of the groups, that 
people would experience prejudiced attitudes towards disabled people – although 
they expected of institutional discrimination, especially in terms of absence of 
specific provisions. Disabled people believe that rural communities are, in the main, 
friendly and welcoming places for disabled people.  
 
The reports go on to say that, despite these broadly positive expectations, most 
disabled people perceived the countryside as an inherently threatening physical 
environment. By its very nature, the countryside is vast and open, natural, 
unmanaged and therefore unpredictable and uncontrollable. As a result, very 
many disabled people feel highly vulnerable in that environment and many remain 
reluctant to go, having „given up‟ on accessing the countryside. Since developing 
impairment, they had simply assumed that they would have to curtail their 
aspirations and lead their lives within the narrow confines of their immediate urban 
area. Going to the countryside was perceived as a luxury, as something they 
should not even think of being able to do. 
 
The reports concluded that, overall, the main factors limiting use of the countryside 
amongst disabled people are: 
 

 Transport and/or cost 

 lack of provisions for disabled people; 

 lack of information; 

 sense of vulnerability due to the inherent unpredictability of the countryside; 

 social isolation. 

 

                                            
7
 As above, this can be found by searching the title on the Natural England website 
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Research Recommendations 
The reports make a number of strategic recommendations designed to increase 
and diversify participation in outdoor recreation. These apply to all under-
represented groups and not just people with disabilities, but they provide a helpful 
starting point. 
 
Service planning: The collection of baseline data by service providers needs to 
be prioritised, guidance needs to be provided on monitoring and evaluation, and 
potential organisations mapped out for multi-agency partnerships; 
 
Site design and management: There is a need to focus on spaces for people 
that encourage under-represented users, providing a range of experiences and 
appropriate on-site information;  
 
Staffing: The diversity of staff and volunteers needs to be enhanced, as well as 
basic diversity awareness; 
 
Information and communications: The terminology of outdoor recreation 
providers needs to be made more user-friendly. A diversity strategy needs to be 
adopted that takes into account people‟s perceptions in a more customer focussed 
way. A centralised database on green outdoor spaces and routes would help 
maximise access to information; 
 
Building foundations for the use of green outdoor spaces: More support for 
access to outdoor learning is necessary, including facilitated and escorted visits, 
well-advertised special events and long-term projects; 
 
Rural attitudes: a greater diversity awareness in rural communities is required so 
that welcoming attitudes are promoted. 
 
A closing thought 
One of the research findings was that limited social networks restrict disabled 
people‟s use of the countryside because they need company to access green 
outdoor spaces, especially if those places are remote, open and little managed. 
This reliance on relatives, friends or carers itself creates further barriers. It means 
that disabled people have very few opportunities to enjoy the solitude which many 
non-disabled people seek in the countryside, and that destinations and activities 
are selected to suit the preferences of the many. There was a constant tension in 
the discussions with all the disabled people surveyed, between the need for 
autonomy and self-sufficiency versus the recognition of their dependency on 
others. This is illustrated by the following quotation from the research reports. 
 
“The problem for most disabled people is you can’t go to the countryside on your 
own and that might put you off doing it. One of the most common reasons for 
doing it, which is getting away from people, you can’t actually do, because you 
need somebody to push your wheelchair or, in my case, to guide you. I expect 
that’s also why there is less use. For myself, I think that’s why I don’t do it regularly 
because I can’t do it alone and I would want to do it alone.”  
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Countryside Recreation Network Seminar 
 

"Recent Good Practice in Information Provision" 
 

Stuart Spurring 
Information Designer 

Sensory Trust 
 
 
The Sensory Trust promotes and supports the creation and management of 
outdoor spaces that can be used and enjoyed by everyone regardless of age or 
ability. The Accessible Information project, funded by the Big Lottery Fund, aims to 
improve access to public open space through the development and dissemination 
of accessible information. The project was devised as a result of the findings from 
a research project undertaken by the Trust that led to the publication Making 
Connections in 2001. 
 
One of the key findings from that publication was that people, in particular people 
that needed to plan their visit because of a physical or sensory impairment or 
disability thought that a lack of accessible information was one of the major 
barriers preventing them from easily accessing outdoor space. Information forms a 
vital part of anyone‟s visit to public open space, from deciding where to go and 
how to get there, to finding their way around and discovering everything a site has 
to offer. A lack of accessible information off-site and poor information on-site can 
result in a disappointing experience, one which a visitor is unlikely to want to 
repeat with a return visit. 
 
A great deal has changed since Making Connections was published and the 
project began. Thankfully most people seem to have moved on from simply adding 
“This publication is available in alternative formats on request” in small print at the 
bottom of the last page of a booklet. 
 
In general terms awareness of people‟s different needs when it comes to 
information has improved and many more people have recognised the importance 
of content as well as delivery, providing people with the information they need, 
how they need it. More and more sites and locations are developing dedicated 
access guides for example containing all of this information. (There is however a 
danger that by separating access information out from visitor information these 
guides can be exclusive.) 
 
At the same time major technological advances have offered information providers 
many more ways in which to present their wares and all of them bring with them 
their own access issues.  
 
The Internet is undoubtedly a great asset when planning a visit and it is often 
people‟s first point of contact when preparing for a possible trip, however it is still 
inaccessible, unaffordable or unfamiliar for many people. Increased use of mp3 
players and mobile phone technology has made audio tours and guides 
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increasingly commonplace, but the technology is extremely age and budget 
sensitive, among other things. We are also now seeing the first use of interactive 
combined audio and video units at attractions such as London Zoo and the Eden 
Project, great for the XBox generation but what about everyone else?  
 
It would be impossible to cover every aspect of every method and this 
presentation will concentrate on the more commonplace, possibly more affordable 
options. Essentially however we can say that the principles of accessible 
information are the same regardless of the format. 
 
So what is best practice in information provision? 

Use the guidelines 
A lot of work has been done by a lot of people that know lots of stuff  to develop 
guidelines on how to design accessible information. In short, buy them and use 
them. 

Involve people that know 
The Sensory Trust has always placed a great deal of importance on the visitor and 
a great deal of trust that they know what they need. Asking people who have first 
hand experience of difficulties getting the information they need will always be 
valuable. There is a chance that you might get 20 different opinions from 20 
different people however there will always be common threads and there will 
invariably be something you have overlooked. 

Offer people choice 
At all times the aim is to provide people with choice. By providing flexible 
information in a range of formats you are enabling people to get the information 
they need how they need it. By providing people with information about 
accessibility you are enabling them to make an informed choice about where to go 
and how. 

Be creative 
Just as the information that you provide needs to be engaging it is also important 
that the way in which it is presented needs to be engaging. So long as you ensure 
that you meet the guidelines creative approaches to accessible information 
provision should be encouraged. Just because 12 or 14 point Arial is the stated 
ideal do not mean it is the only option. 
 
Use the guidelines 
If you are embarking on a new project it is always advisable to ask an expert. If 
you cannot afford experts at least invest in some basic guidance written by some. 

The Sign Design Guide from the Sign Design Society, the See it right pack from 
the RNIB and Am I making myself clear? from Mencap are all good starting points. 
There is a wealth of information available over the Internet from other people that 
know such as national organisations, charities and authorities as well as user 
groups, particularly for designing for people with learning difficulties or disabilities. 
The important thing is to understand who you are designing for and to find and 
follow the appropriate guidance. 
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Involve people that know 
There are many examples of direct contribution from users.  
 
www.easyaccess.wanadoo.co.uk is just one example of someone working on their 
own to publish the information they need in the hope that it will be useful to others. 
It is obviously going to be fairly limited in scope – limited to places that the author 
(in this case a hand bike user) has visited - however if you identify with him and 
you happen to be visiting the right place then this approach would be just what you 
need. It is worth investigating who is already producing information about your site. 
The good thing about finding what people are contributing or self publishing is that 
you get an insight into what people might require but more importantly you might 
just find a useful collaborator. 
 
A step up from an individual contribution is a collective approach. 
 
www.walkswithwheelchairs.com is a relatively new resource. It seems to be a little 
confused at the moment – for example when you bookmark it the page header is 
walks with buggies and pushchairs  - and in some areas it is a little light on detail, 
however the approach, individuals adding their own walks is going to continue and 
has great potential. One issue is consistency of information.  There are broadly 
two approaches for presenting access information, to use a rating system to rate 
walks to different degrees or to provide detailed factual information about surfaces, 
gradients, obstacles etc. Unfortunately there is no one universally used system 
and a combined approach is probably the best as it allows people unfamiliar with a 
particular rating system to still make an informed choice. 
 
The answer is to look around at those that know and find out what they are doing 
and how it might be applied to your site. Organisations like the Disabled Ramblers 
are a great place to start. 
 
There are a number of good examples of larger parks offering consistently rated 
information for accessibility. Pembrokeshire Coast National Park Authority 
(www.pcnpa.org.uk ) for example cater for a range of users, offering information 
on accessible viewpoints and beaches as well as accessible walks. Resources 
include a range of route leaflets, which are admittedly primarily visual, that make 
use of maps, descriptions and photographs. Pembrokeshire is certainly not alone 
in providing good details for accessible walks. Others include the South West 
Coast path (http://www.southwestcoastpath.com ) and Exmoor national park 
(http://www.exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk ). 
 
Whatever approach is taken it is important to include a description of the route, to 
provide people with a taste of what they‟ll find. After all people won‟t go 
somewhere just because it has a good gradient.  
www.enabledmaps.com  demonstrate an alternative approach to mapping. 
Delivered primarily through the internet and very visual in design they obviously 
have their accessibility issues however they do show some interesting features 
that might be readily adapted for an outdoor environment. At present they are 
being primarily used for city environments and in particular London 
 

http://www.easyaccess.wanadoo.co.uk/
http://www.walkswithwheelchairs.com/
http://www.pcnpa.org.uk/
http://www.southwestcoastpath.com/
http://www.exmoor-nationalpark.gov.uk/
http://www.enabledmaps.com/


"Accessible Outdoor Recreation" 
 

16 

 They feature a combined approach using descriptions and photographs as 

well as graphic additions 

 They also have a time bar that gives an indication of times between points. 

In some ways they are more suited for outdoor environments with a defined start 
and end point. 

 They make use of distinctive features – landmarks basically that are 

recognisable and unchanging 

 One of their limitations is that you have to start at a defined point, which in a 

city is unlikely but in an outdoor environment a lot more common, a car park, 

a lookout, a gate for example. 

One other area of wayfinding is signs. Again when designing new signs it is 
important to follow the guidelines (Sign Design Guide) in order to ensure that the 
design and positioning is accessible to as many people as possible. 
 
Public buildings and spaces that handle large numbers of people are a good place 
to start when looking at wayfinding signs. Museum, galleries, hospitals, stations all 
need to inform a lot of people quickly and clearly. Often it can be good to look at 
examples outside of your sphere, you can look at how a system works without 
being distracted by materials or the surrounding countryside. 
 
While the aesthetics of a sign outdoors might be very different from one found in a 
public building the purpose is the same; to stop people becoming lost, stressed or 
scared. At the end of the day a routed route marker might look and feel lovely but 
if people don‟t recognise what it is or cannot read it or even miss it entirely it is of 
little use. 

   
 
This children‟s hospital in Tokyo has everything necessary for a wayfinding system, 
indoors or outdoors. The hospital demonstrates good practice in wayfinding signs. 
Not only is the system consistent and integrated it also feature clear, tactile signs, 
located in the same place at junctions and service points. 
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Furthermore the signs take account of the hospital‟s primary users; the children. 
The different areas, wards etc use big bold graphic forms to identify themselves. 
These are not cartoon characters, they offer an easily identifiable system that 
avoids clutter without being too clinical. 

      
 
The next example of wayfinding is an exceptional effort undertaken at a regional 
museum in Japan. 
 
The work was undertaken by Nomura company, a company that specialises in 
events and event management but has universal design as one of its charitable 
objectives. 
 
The system uses a combined approach, an innovative tactile wayfinding system, 
tactile flooring and a rather fetching harness that provides audio information. There 
were also scale replicas of some of the exhibits that visitors could touch. 
 
This example is included because it is daring to be different and in doing so 
engages with an audience way beyond those it was initially intended to benefit. 
 
All of this is very fancy and groundbreaking and of course very expensive. 
However accessible information does not need to be all of these things to be 
effective. 
 
In a typically stylish Japanese art gallery there is a lovely little piece of inclusive 
design. The gallery specialised in artwork that was either particularly accessible to 
or was created by people with disabilities. On the occasion we visited we found an 
exhibition of textiles that that featured strongly contrasting colours. These pieces 
had not been designed for people with visual impairments but their design offered 
a good degree of equality of experience.  
 
On the inside of the gallery‟s rather wonderful brass door handles is Braille, cast 
into the piece. Given that the door handle was not expressly designed to hold the 
Braille it would have been of negligible extra cost. The important thing is that it was 
included early enough to be easily and seamlessly included.  
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The text was push or pull as appropriate. We did note however that, possibly 
because of the stylish nature of the gallery in question there was no sign on the 
door to inform a sighted visitor as to whether they should push or pull. 
 
For the ultimate in what can be achieved on a budget take a look at Anna 
Hillman‟s website www.amazingness.co.uk  Anna Hillman is a photographer that 
delights in everyday natural experiences. She finds little pieces of nature springing 
up in an urban environment and then draws people‟s attention to it by writing on 
the pavement in chalk and then takes photographs. 
 
This is not strictly speaking accessible information and it might stray into 
interpretation, but writing in chalk does offer a great deal of flexibility in size, 
contrast and location as well as allowing signs and information to be easily 
changed. 
 
So what is best practice in information provision? 

Use the guidelines  

Involve people that know 

Offer people choice 

Be creative 

 

http://www.amazingness.co.uk/
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"Disabled People's Views and Perspectives" 
 

Dr Nicola Burns 
Research Fellow 

University of Glasgow 
 
Introduction 
What do disabled people want from the outdoors? Like any diverse group they 
have a wide range of uses for and expectations of the outdoors. However, as a 
number of studies have shown, like other under-represented groups, access to the 
outdoors can be difficult, due to the, at times, insurmountable barriers faced by 
disabled people. In this presentation, our concern is not simply to focus on the 
barriers (although this is clearly an ongoing concern) but to offer you an insight 
into what it is that disabled people want from outdoor recreation and the providers 
of these services.   
 
Background to Project 
Our presentation is based on a 12 month study carried out for the forestry 
commission. The aims of the project were to: 
  

1. Explore disabled peoples‟ attitudes, perceptions and experiences of 
woodlands and how they affect use of woodland recreation services. 

2. Explore disabled peoples‟ physical, information and emotional needs and 
expectations in relation to woodland,  

 
We carried out a series of site visits with disabled people throughout Scotland, 
England and Wales. Site visits involved participant observation, together with pre 
and post visit focus groups. 57 people participated in the site visits including 41 
disabled people and support assistants.  People were recruited using a variety of 
methods including calls to local and national disability organisations. We felt it was 
important to talk to not only disabled people who accessed the outdoors frequently 
but to talk to those with little or no experience of woodland and forested areas. Our 
site visits were organised by impairment type and this was done so that we could 
identify and at times overcome barriers faced by specific group.  While we 
organised  support/ travelling arrangements for some individuals, it is important to 
point out that many participants  were very active in doing this themselves. For 
example, one group of adults with learning difficulties were adamant that they 
would go to the site using public transport. They chose the site we were to visit 
and researched the easiest way to get to the site by public transport. 
 
We also conducted 18 telephone interviews with providers of outdoor services, 
and disability organisations of and for disabled people.   
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Why go outdoors? Disabled people‟s reasons for being outdoors 
 
From our study, disabled people‟s desire to access woodland and the outdoors 
more generally could be understood in terms of three broad categories: personal 
identity, well-being and social inclusion.  
 
Personal identity 
For many disabled people we spoke to, their ability to get out into and „manage‟ 
the outdoors is an important marker of who they are. For some, this was related to 
previous experiences in the outdoors before the onset of impairment; for others it 
provided an opportunity to challenge society‟s understandings of disabled people. 
This was bound up with constructions of the countryside and being a capable 
person able to cope with the rigours of the outdoors. So one participant explains 
this in terms of:  
 
The empowerment that sort of being in the countryside gives you 
 
Another participant said 
 
I have a desire, an urge to be part of that lifestyle, to walk …I‟ve always aspired to 
do energetic things and losing my sight hasn‟t stopped me wanting to do that 
 
Well-being 
It is well documented that being out and about in greenspace is good for 
everyone‟s well- being.  Participants recognised the importance of getting outdoors 
for their overall well being with people seeing the countryside as a place which 
recharges them: 
 
Scenery just something to gladden your spirits, just being amongst natural 
things… there’s nothing more soothing than sitting watching a stream trickle by… 
 
Social Inclusion 
There was a strong social element to disabled people‟s reasons for getting 
outdoors. Many expressed a sense of connection, not only with nature, but with 
others through participation and shared interest in the outdoors. In other words, 
the very act of getting outdoors was seen to be a sociable act: 
 
It’s great to be with disabled people and not be different for once.  
 
We like to lead normal lives.  
 
Who with? 
The sociability of the outdoors leads us to who disabled people go outdoors with. 
From our research, we uncovered a number of assumptions about who disabled 
people access the outdoors with, with a dominant assumption being that access 
would principally be with organised groups. However this was not the case.  
 
Themselves 
For some people, particularly those with mental health problems accessing the 
outdoors alone can provide a welcome escape from others, and offer an 
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opportunity to express emotions. One of our site visit participants, a keen hill 
walker with learning difficulties, would frequently access the outdoors alone as well 
as with a local hill walking group.  
 
Family/friends 
Many of our participants regularly accessed the outdoors with friends and family. 
This was particularly true of families of disabled children we spoke to. The 
outdoors provided a means for families to interact in a different space, one which 
was considered to be safer than crowded urban environments.  
 
Organised groups 
For a number of our site participants, access to the outdoors was through 
organised groups. Such groups served a variety of uses for disabled people. A 
theme which emerged through the use of such groups was the confidence which 
groups instilled in disabled people, the confidence that they could get outdoors. 
While for some this confidence developed into accessing the outdoors on their 
own or with family and friends, for others were content to access the outdoors 
through such groups.  
 
„Out of place‟ in the outdoors 
Throughout the urban environment, disabled people are constantly reminded that 
they are „out of place‟- steps and stairs, poor signage, poor lighting, lack of BSL 
interpreters – all serve to design out disabled people from the built environment. 
Like the urban environment, the rural environment is constructed, reflecting and 
reinforcing broader social values and norms. Like many recent studies into 
disabled people‟s access to the outdoors, our research uncovered a range of 
barriers which either stop or make disabled people feel out of place in the outdoors. 
 
Lack of accessible and usable information in variety of formats 

 Pre-visit planning crucial 

 During visit 
 

Separation of trails and services accessible to disabled people 

 As I will go on to discuss later, disabled people want to be 
challenged. The development of accessible trails 800m long neither 
challenges nor promotes inclusion of disabled people in the outdoors 
 

Lack of infrastructure 

 One of the biggest barriers facing disabled people is the lack of 
transport to and from sites 
 

Attitudes of staff/ organisation in outdoor services 

 Staff‟s approach to disabled people‟s needs and requests  can have 
a huge impact on people‟s confidence and willingness to venture 
outdoors 

 
What do people want from the outdoors? 
 
To be challenged and to be challenging 
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Many people use outdoor pursuits as a means to challenge themselves and push 
their skills and experience to the limit: 
 
‘I like a sense of danger, living on the edge for a change, we don’t get that often’ 
 
For some being outdoors is an act of resistance, it gives people an opportunity to 
challenge stereotypes about disabled people and at times to escape from disablist 
attitudes. One participant who was part of the Deaf community retold how he had 
gone on a trek in Nepal. He explained that all participants on the trek were Deaf 
and therefore no one was disabled. Similarly for one visually impaired participant: 
[She] tells me that people in her village know that she enjoys the outdoors and 
offer to go walking with her, but it never develops into anything concrete. She 
thinks that people are unsure of how ‘dependent’ she will be on them. She used to 
get upset by this but then realised ‘that this is not my problem it’s theirs’. [site visit 
07.09.07] 
 
Respect and responsibility 
Tregaskis (2004) argues that the dominance of the individual model stifles outdoor 
recreational staff‟s behaviour towards disabled people, framing them as needing to 
be „cared for‟ and „incapable‟ of coping with the perceived rigours of the outdoors.  
The outcome in practice results in outdoor service providers being cautious about 
where disabled people can go and what they can do for fear of „putting them in 
harms way‟.  Service providers not only see it as their responsibility to „look after‟ 
disabled people, they also fear that they will be held accountable for any „mishaps‟.  
An increasing concern with health and safety, an aversion to „risk‟ and concern 
with litigation are of concern to providers. This was emphasised when we tried to 
set up site visits. We were regularly asked whether we had „special insurance‟ for 
bringing special people. This made us think about our research participants and 
our positioning of them as responsible adults, able to decide whether to embark on 
a site visit with us; compared to providers conceptions. As the quote shows, 
service providers attitudes to risk, health and safety can have an adverse impact 
on disabled people‟s own views of themselves and undermine their confidence in 
their own capabilities. Service providers therefore have a duty to consider how 
their perceptions of disabled people and practices impinge on disabled people‟s 
understanding of themselves and their own capabilities. 
 
Disabled people know their limitations and their capabilities and are able to assess 
whether they are at risk. 
 
Involvement in creating an accessible outdoors 
Disabled people want to be involved in the creation of an accessible outdoors. 
Recognising the expertise of disabled people in assessing potential issues for a 
range of different bodies in the woods. Avoiding tokenism was highlighted as an 
important issue, the practice of drafting disabled people onto an advisory group in 
order to go through the motions is a waste of time and potentially, money for all 
involved.  
 
Promoting a culture of inclusion 
An important message from our research participants is that technical solutions 
are not the answer for ensuring access to the outdoors for disabled people. Rather 
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it is the attitudes and values which underpin the efforts of service providers. A 
rights based approach to disabled people‟s access to the outdoors, based on the 
social model of disability would emphasise the autonomy and independence of 
disabled people to access the outdoors in the manner of their choosing.  
 

 Disability Equality training for staff at all levels of your organisation 

 Involvement of local disability organisations  at the planning stage will not 
only foster local links, potentially boost visits but also perhaps save money 
in the longer term 

 Accessible and usable information as discussed by the Sensory trust 

 Infrastructure: thinking beyond your own services to others which enable 
people to visit the outdoors. Is there potential for services to engage in 
discussions with transport providers? 
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Countryside Recreation Network Seminar 
 

Workshop 1 
 

"Foxton Locks Case Study" 
 

Phil Chambers, Consultant, CEM Ltd 
James Clifton, Regeneration Manager, British Waterways 

 
 

No paper available 
 

 
If you would like any information on this workshop please contact: 
 
Phil Chamber - 01484 861845 / cem@philchambers.f9.co.uk 
or  
James Clifton - 01908 302542 / james.clifton@britishwaterways.co.uk 
 
 
 

mailto:cem@philchambers.f9.co.uk
mailto:james.clifton@britishwaterways.co.uk
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Countryside Recreation Network Seminar 

 
Workshop 2 

 
"Well-being in Action" 

 
Heather Smith, Head of Access for All, National Trust 

Theresa Nash, Principal Lecturer Primary Care, Enterprise Lead, 
Faculty of Health and Social Care Sciences, Kingston University and 

St George‟s University of London 
 

No paper available 
 
If you would like any information on this workshop please contact: 
 
Heather Smith - 01793 817645 / heather.smith@nationaltrust.org.uk  
or  
Theresa Nash - 07773397984 / tnash@hscs.sgul.ac.uk  
 
 

mailto:heather.smith@nationaltrust.org.uk
mailto:tnash@hscs.sgul.ac.uk
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Countryside Recreation Network Seminar 
 

Workshop 3 
 

"National Nature Reserves in England - an Accessibility Audit" 
 

Simon Melville, Interpretation Specialist, Natural England 
 

Previous work has indicated the importance of information provision about 
accessibility to allow potential visitors to make informed decisions about visiting 
particular locations. 
 
The publication of By All Reasonable Means (Countryside Agency, 2006) 
heightened awareness of the importance of disseminating information about the 
accessibility of countryside recreation locations.  Prior to this, many organisations, 
while making physical improvements on the ground, had omitted to share 
information about their new or pre-existing facilities.  There was an assumption 
that „interested people would find out about them‟ and there was uncertainty about 
the ways of measuring whether or not a facility was accessible as well as 
uncertainties about methods of information dissemination.  Frankly, it was easier 
to build a new boardwalk and install a couple of benches than to undertake a full 
accessibility audit and publish the results for all to read.  (Which begs the question 
“what about those who cannot read…?”) 
 
In 2004, Forest Enterprise published an Accessibility Survey and Access Audit 
Manual for forest Enterprise Staff.  English Nature subsequently published 
guidance for its own staff entitled Accessibility on National Nature Reserves which 
drew on the work of Forest Enterprise, the BT –sponsored Countryside For All 
Standards and Guidelines as well as on our sister organisation‟s By All 
Reasonable Mean. 
 
In 2006, Natural England published its Disability Equality Scheme “not just from 
the obligation to meet legal requirements but from a meaningful business case, 
sound common sense and a desire to do the right thing.” In this document we said 
“We will conduct access audits of our NNRs and publicise the results on our 
website.” 
 
In March/April 2008, Natural England engaged the contractors Direct Enquiries to 
undertake an accessibility audit on the 140 or so National Nature Reserves which 
it manages in England. 
 
The project took two forms.  In a „pilot study‟, six Reserves were visited by 
surveyors from Direct Enquiries who made on-site assessments of what they 
found.  In each of the remaining cases, a telephone questionnaire was undertaken 
by staff from Direct Enquiries who spoke to each of Natural England‟s Senior 
Reserve Managers and asked them a standard set of questions about the access 
and accessibility of their various NNRs. 



"Accessible Outdoor Recreation" 
 

27 

 
The six sites visited were chosen to represent a spread of different habitats and to 
give a varied geographical representation.  They were: 
Ainsdale   Sand dune  Merseyside 
Aston Rowant  Chalk grassland Oxfordshire 
Castle Eden Dene  Woodland gorge Durham 
Shapwick   Wetland  Somerset 
Stiperstones   Upland  Shropshire 
Thursley   Heathland  Surrey 
 
The results of these on-site studies are now available to the general public on the 
Direct Enquiries website and were demonstrated and discussed at the Workshop 
on 18 November 2008. 
 
http://www.directenquiries.com/attractions.aspx?tab=Attractions+&+Countryside;le
vel=1  
 
The information collected through the telephone questionnaires has, in part been 
placed onto the same website but it has been found that the data collected by this 
part of the study is, as collected, less valuable to potential visitors and ideally 
requires considerable editing before being placed in the public domain.  
 
Discussion centred around the pros and cons of using staff to audit their own sites 
vv the use of external auditors; the combination of accessibility audits into regular 
safety audits (there is an acknowledged overlap of the two audits); the „standards‟ 
applied to the audit process (whether the audits by Direct Enquiries had applied 
the „standards‟ of By All reasonable Means); and the quality and quantity of 
information provided on the website. 
 

http://www.directenquiries.com/attractions.aspx?tab=Attractions+&+Countryside;level=1
http://www.directenquiries.com/attractions.aspx?tab=Attractions+&+Countryside;level=1
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Countryside Recreation Network Seminar 
 

"Disability Equality Schemes" 
 

Phil Chambers 
Consultant 
CEM Ltd 

 
 

No paper available 
 

 
If you would like any information on this presentation please contact: 
 
Phil Chamber - 01484 861845 / cem@philchambers.f9.co.uk 

mailto:cem@philchambers.f9.co.uk
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Countryside Recreation Network Seminar 
 

"Accessible Outdoor Recreation" 

 
PROGRAMME 

 
09.30  Registration and refreshments  
 
10.00  Welcome by the Chair – Robin Helby, Disabled Ramblers  
 
10.10   Outdoors for All: What are the priorities for creating inclusive outdoor 
 environments? Dave Waterman, DEFRA 
 
10.30  Recent good practice in information provision. Stuart Spurring, Sensory Trust 
 
10.50 Disabled people's views and perspectives. Dr Nicola Burns, University of Glasgow 
 
11.10 Q&A  
 
11.30 Refreshments 
 
11.45  Workshop Session 1  
 
 Three groups: 
 
 (1) Phil Chambers & James Clifton, British Waterways. Foxton Locks case study 
 (2) Heather Smith, National Trust & Theresa Nash, Kingston and St George's  
      Universities. Well-being in action 
 (3) Simon Melville, Natural England, National Nature Reserves in England - an  
       Accessibility Audit 
   
13.00  Lunch  
 
13.45  Disability equality schemes - Phil Chambers, Consultant, CEM Ltd 
 
14.15  Workshop session 2  
 
15.30  Feedback from Workshops  
 
16.00  Summary from the Chair      
 
16.15  Close 
 
Workshop Structure 
- 3 rotating workshop sessions, giving each delegate an opportunity to participate in two.  
- Each workshop to be introduced by a short good practice presentation from facilitators.   
- Each workshop to have a rapporteur (nominated beforehand) to report at the Feedback 

session in the afternoon 

Chair to summarise any overall issues/conclusions arising from the day in terms of: 

(1) examples of innovative good practice;  

(2) issues/challenges/ opportunities to be taken forward by outdoor recreation providers over the 
coming years. 
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Countryside Recreation Network Seminar 
 

"Accessible Outdoor Recreation" 

 
SPEAKER BIOGRAPHIES 

 

 

 
 

CHAIR 

 
Robin Helby 

Disabled Ramblers 

 
Robin Helby is currently the Chairman of the Disabled Ramblers, a registered 
charity which promotes access to the countryside for the mobility impaired and 
organises rambles in England & Wales.  An active rambler, he has a preference 
for exploring difficult terrain and this year organised a novel three day camping 
expedition round 30 miles of Salisbury Plain.   
 
A trustee of the Disabled Ramblers since its founding in 1996, he has been 
intimately involved with the technical development of improved off-road scooters 
and the acquisition of their fleet of scooters for those without financial means or 
transport. He is also  a member of the Rights of Way Review Committee, the Joint 
Committee for the Mobility of Disabled Persons, the Countryside For All Forum 
and Deputy Chairman of the Guildford Access Group. 
 
He has a professional background in surveying, land management and 
construction, and brings a detailed understanding of the technical issues involved 
in developing access. He has been closely involved in developing the 
methodology for improving accessibility, especially interpretation and 
communication.  
 
He is also a Director of RoamAbilty Ltd, am access consultancy set up as a social 
enterprise company with profits going to the Disabled Ramblers. RoamAbility 
advises on access in the countryside, including the management of loan scooters. 
He has provided extensive training courses for staff in the development of external 
access and also management training in the provision of personal mobility 
vehicles for loan. 
 

 



"Accessible Outdoor Recreation" 
 

33 

 

Dave Waterman 
Head of Recreation and Access Policy 

DEFRA 
 
A career civil servant, Dave has worked in several Government Departments in a 
variety of roles. Much of Dave‟s experience has been in policy areas that have 
involved the interpretation and enactment of legislation and before joining Defra, 
he worked as a Planning Inspector. Since November 2001, Dave has been 
responsible for rights of way policy and legislation in Defra and currently heads the 
recreation & access team. 
 

 
Stuart Spurring 

Information Designer 
SENSORY TRUST 

 
As information designer at the Sensory Trust, Stuart has been leading a 3 year 
project designing accessible information and raising professional awareness of the 
importance of information in opening up open spaces to the widest audience. The 
Sensory Trust works to remove the barriers that prevent some people from 
enjoying these spaces and information is vital to achieving this. The project has 
included consulting with a wide range of different groups to identify needs and to 
test pilot materials. Recent work includes a series of inclusively designed banners 
for the entrance to Eden Project and a flexible magnetic map that makes creative 
use of Widgit symbols. Stuart‟s background is in graphic design and publishing; 
prior to moving to joining the Sensory Trust, Stuart was a volunteer based in a 
regional media centre in the Pacific. This work included a couple of projects for the 
Fiji Disabled People‟s Association, work which highlighted some of the challenges 
(rather than restrictions) that designing accessible information poses. 

 
 

Dr Nicola Burns 
Research Fellow 

UNIVERSITY OF GLASGOW 
 
Dr Nicola Burns is a research fellow based in the Strathclyde Centre for Disability 
Research, University of Glasgow. Nicola has worked on a number of research 
projects in the field of disability studies. Nicola was part of a team which completed 
research into disabled people perceptions and access to forest recreation, goods 
and services which was funded by the Forestry Commission. She has particular 
research interests in housing issues for disabled people, technology and 
qualitative research methods. 
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Phil Chambers 
Consultant 

CEM Ltd 
 
Phil Chambers, a wheelchair user established CEM, an independent consultancy, 
in 2002 to provide advice and support to countryside, heritage and green space 
managers looking to develop more socially inclusive leisure programmes. In 
particular, responding to the needs of people with disabilities. He was formerly 
Director of the Fieldfare Trust and was very involved in the publishing of the BT 
Countryside for Standards and Guidelines and Waterways Access for All, with 
British Waterways. He was also a member of the Doorstep Greens national 
steering group and is presently a CABE Space - Strategic Enabler and HLF - 
National Directory of Expert Advisors. He has a wide background in consultancy, 
training and development initiatives to benefit socially excluded groups in outdoor 
and heritage environments.  
 
Trustee of the Safe Anchor Trust and an Independent Board Member of Berneslai 
Homes. 
 
 

James Clifton 
Regeneration Manager 
BRITISH WATERWAYS 

 
No biography available 
 
 

Heather Smith 
Head of Access for All 

NATIONAL TRUST 

 
Before working for the National Trust, Heather lived in Scotland for 8 years and 
worked in the museum and gallery sector, culminating in working as a consultant 
with engage Scotland (the Scottish branch of the National Association of Gallery 
Education.)  Here, she worked on the development of access policy guidance for 
the Scottish Arts Council and completed a report during the European Year of 
Disabled People 2003, „Addressing disability in galleries in Scotland‟, to advise the 
Scottish Parliament.  
 
Heather has now worked in the field of access for all for several years.  She has 
completed extensive research in the field of access to museums and galleries, 
particularly provisions in interpretation and building design for blind and partially 
sighted people.   
 
Having previously worked on the visitor services team at Tatton Park, a Trust 
property in the North West of England, Heather came to the post of Access for All 
Adviser for the Trust in October 2003.  This post focused purely on disability 
issues but, in September 2005, Heather took on the role of Head of Access for All, 
broadening her responsibilities to equality and diversity.  The implementation of 
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the Trust‟s Equality and Diversity policy and the continuing development of training 
and advice are key priorities in her current work as well as establishing the 
importance and benefit of equality and diversity in all Trust activity. 
 
 

Theresa Nash 
Principal Lecturer Primary Care  

KINGSTON UNIVERSITY & ST GEORGE'S UNIVERSITY 
 
Theresa Nash is a Principal Lecturer in Primary Care and Enterprise Lead for the 
Faculty of Health and Social Care Sciences (FHSCS) Kingston University and St 
Georges University of London, she sits on two national forums; Royal College of 
Nursing Adolescent Health Forum, and Royal Society of Medicine General 
Practice and Primary Care Council.  Her background is in public health nursing, 
education, service development, research and social enterprise.  
 
Theresa has undertaken a range of primary care research studies in adolescent 
health most recently a national survey for the Royal College of Nursing to 
understand the issues, and practice principles for working with young people 
(Adolescence, Boundaries, Connections and Dilemmas) and has coordinated the 
development of a national guide for working with young people in partnership with 
the RCN Adolescent Health Forum. 
 
Her particular interest is in facilitating innovation, breaking down traditional 
boundaries between people for example: ability/disability; service user/provider; 
old/young, and ensuring that participatory approaches are embedded in service 
development. 
 
She has recently led on developing the enterprise strategy for the FHSCS and is 
now co coordinating its delivery.  This includes taking a lead on the 
Heritage2Health initiative which seeks to build bridges between communities and 
the heritage, creative industry and health sector.  Theresa had initiated the idea 
and worked with colleagues to develop the collaboration with WestFocus partners, 
the National Trust, English Heritage and a range of community organisations. 
 
 
 

Simon Melville 
Interpretation Specialist 

NATURAL ENGLAND 
 
Born and raised in Kent, I have always had an interest in natural history.  I started 
work with the Nature Conservancy Council in North Wales in 1975 and have 
worked for it and its successor bodies ever since in a variety of roles from scientific, 
estate management and administrative to publicity and design.  My current role, 
with Natural England, is titled „Specialist – National Nature Reserve Interpretation‟ 
though, in truth, it is at present largely involving the re-branding of visitor signage 
across our suite of 170 or so NNRs. 
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In my previous role with English Nature, amongst other things, I had a 
responsibility for advising NNR managers about accessibility to their sites.  
Although Natural England has other staff involved in this area of work, I have 
maintained my interest and have managed the Accessibility Audit work carried out 
in early 2008. 
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