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10.1 COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT 

 

Community involvement in site management is vitally important in instilling a sense of 

ownership and pride in the history, landscape and biodiversity of the sites – if communities 

are involved in practical conservation works on the site then they are more likely to respect 

it and watch over it. This will have the effect of reducing vandalism to the trees, dumping 

and other anti-social activities on the sites. The positive benefits in community involvement 

will also extend over time to respect for the wider environment outside the site whether at 

the local, national and international levels. Essentially it will get encourage people to adopt 

the maxim ‘think locally and act globally’. Getting communities involved is a slow process 

but the potential rewards are great. The consultation exercise was the first step in this 

process and this should be capitalized on in the years to come. 

 

It is likely that some members of the public will have a negative response to changes in the 

management of the site. The public who have enjoyed de facto public access is often used 

to formal areas of planting and manicured lawns and may not take kindly to the introduction 

of what may be perceived to be untidy wildflower meadows or less frequently cut amenity 

grassland. A small public relations campaign in the local media and on site to explain why 

the work is required and what it will involve is therefore essential. Once the local community 

is persuaded, it is likely to continue to support the management of the site for biodiversity.  

 

At some sites, community involvement is already well-developed. Conservation Volunteers, 

Northern Ireland (CVNI) has been involved in planting trees using volunteers for over 20 

years. They currently are involved in practical conservation work and environmental education 

activities at Knockbracken Healthcare Park and Gransha Hospital. At Knockbracken 

Healthcare Park they have set up a wildflower nursery growing native flora from wild collected 

seed to supply the planting stock for habitat enhancement measures. They also run a ‘Green 

Gym’ combining physical exercise for good physical and mental health and practical 

environmental work such as creating herb beds and fruit and vegetable gardens while 

building in a healthy eating message. At Gransha, CVNI manage the largest area of 

woodland on the site in conjunction with local communities and schools. Activities at this site 

have included reopening old woodland paths for recreational use by the public, installing a 

children’s picnic area made from local woody materials, and building stiles for public access 
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from the woodland into the surrounding pasture fields. A sculpture made from a 150-year-old 

piece of oak was commissioned called the ‘Old Man of the Woods’, and placed within the 

woodland. 

 

10.2 Proposals for Further Community Involvement 

·  Nature Trail Provision – Many respondents to the social questionnaire drawn up as 

part of the public consultation exercise expressed a wish for a nature trail to be 

incorporated into the sites. These would be a valuable recreational asset as well as 

playing a vital role in environmental education. Many members of the public, staff and 

patients are already using the sites for walking/jogging and also occasionally for bird 

watching and general nature watching.  

      Some sites already have formal walking trails. The Highway to Health scheme is a 

partnership between The Northern Ireland Chest Heart & Stroke Association 

(NICHSA), District Councils and the Department for Rural Development Roads 

Service and involves providing signs at 1km intervals along popular urban walking 

routes as an encouragement to individuals to participate in exercise and to extend 

their current activity levels thereby reducing their risk of heart problems and stroke.  

     The scheme is being developed in a number of European Countries and in Northern 

Ireland it is a province-wide initiative. The decision to mark a route is made by the 

local Council who will already be familiar with popular walks in their area. NI Chest 

Heart & Stroke's Co-ordinator may also have input into this process and give advice 

where appropriate.  Highway to Health trails are routed along public footpaths, 

through housing estates, along riversides and through public parks. 

     Highway to Health signs is yellow with blue and white graphics, symbolising the 

vitality and energy of life. The sun depicts the source of life and growth, while the 

abstract human figure is celebrating this energy. Knockbracken Healthcare Park has 

two such trails with the Ulster Hospital having one on the site itself and three others 

that extend along various lengths of the Upper Newtownards Road to link in with the 

hospital trail.  Antrim Area Hospital also has a Highway to Health trail that takes in the 
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northern part of the site. Where a site has a Highway to Health trail, the route of the 

trail has been digitized onto the relevant biodiversity map of the site.  

     Causeway Hospital has a non-Highway to Health trail. This trail is in generally good 

condition. It follows a well-planned visually interesting route through the northern part 

of the hospital crossing the Wattstown Bridge over the Lodge Burn.  

The old neglected paths through the largest area of woodland on the Gransha site 

have been recently reopened by CVNI.  

In addition the St Lukes site has a 

network of walking routes of varying 

lengths that take in roads outside the 

site. Nature trails should be properly way-

marked to British Standards. They should 

also be      designed to accommodate the 

special needs of the disabled and the 

elderly by incorporating the use of non-   

             Highway to Health sign Knockbracken Healthcare Park     

slip surfaces, and permitting guide dogs (even when there is a policy of excluding 

dogs from a site), flat or gently inclined sections with a good surface for wheelchair 

access with no barriers across the route, gates instead of stiles, and bollards to stop 

vehicle access spaced wide enough to allow wheelchair passage.  

They should be routed through the main natural and historic features of interest 

within the constraint of avoiding damage to ecologically sensitive areas and the need 

to avoid hazardous areas. A properly designed nature trail would fulfill an important 

environmental education role if provided with vandal-proof interpretative boards 

depicting the biodiversity features of interest in strategic locations. Have a choice of 

routes of varying lengths all starting and ending at one point (e.g. the main entrance 

or a café).  

Putting in permanent paths is costly so as a starting point when designing the route 

of the nature trail use some or all of the existing surfaced Highway to Health or non 
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Highway to Health walking routes on the sites or upgrade existing old neglected 

paths or tracks. Incorporating existing attractive views of historic (e.g. the Clock 

Tower and two ruined churches at Knockbracken) and natural features (e.g. 

woodlands with bluebells, waterfalls, rivers and new wildflower meadows) along the 

route will add visual interest. Provide other infrastructure such as benches, litter bins 

and picnic tables along the route. The nature trail design team should liaise closely 

with all stakeholders at each site to avoid any conflicts between the differing 

objectives of the different groups.  

The installation of nature trails may require the clearing of spoil and litter from 

existing paths, creation of new surfaced paths as necessary, construction of steps or 

ramps on steep gradients, kissing gates, interpretative boards detailing the 

biodiversity features of interest along the route, benches and litter bins, and habitat 

enhancement and creation works (e.g. wildflower meadows) along visually 

uninteresting stretches of the route to enhance biodiversity and also the visual appeal 

of the walk. There is also potential to extend existing walking routes to natural 

features outside the site. For example there is scope for a walking route to be 

developed on the St Lukes site starting from the main entrance on Loughgall Road, 

through the hospital and down to the river near the old railway line and then under 

the railway bridge at the edge of the site. From there the route could follow the river 

to the point where it flows under the Portadown Road. However as this railway line is 

the possible route of a new link road for Armagh, consultation with Roads Service 

should take place at the earliest opportunity to ensure that the existing throughway 

under the railway is kept open to facilitate the development of such a trail. 

Detailed guidelines on creating trails are outlined in the publications Guidelines for 

the Developing and marking of Waymarked Ways (2002) published jointly by the Irish 

Sports Council, The Heritage Council and N.W.W.A.C and also Forest Recreation 

Guidelines by the Forest Authority, (1992) London HMSO. 

·  Continue to facilitate Conservation Volunteers Northern Ireland and other 

environmental groups in their efforts to raise the profile of the biodiversity at each 

site. Some groups such as Route Naturalists’ Fieldclub, Coleraine have already 
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expressed an interest in carrying out further survey work at the Causeway Hospital 

site.  

·  Ensure that all members of the public who carry out practical conservation activities or 

survey work on the site are fully covered by public liability insurance and are properly 

trained in the safe use of all potentially dangerous equipment and are fully protected by 

suitable work clothing. 

·  Some of the sites (e.g. Knockbracken and Gransha) have a number of unused 

buildings that could be converted into a dedicated Environmental Education Centre 

for use by the local community with dedicated space for exhibitions, environmental 

drama workshops,  

·  Community allotments should be set up at each site. Some of the sites already grow 

fruit and vegetables as part of horticultural therapy programmes. St Lukes Hospital 

 

                           ‘Sow and Grow’ nursery at Gransha Hospital 

     already has a small vegetable/fruit garden used by patients while Gransha has a     

dedicated horticultural therapy unit called ‘Sow and Grow’. At ‘Sow and Grow’, plants 

are grown outdoors or in polytunnels and sold to the public. There is also an orchard 

on the site. At Knockbracken the Redbridge Organic Farm formed a partnership with 

Greenmount College to train mental health patients in horticulture before it closed 

down due to lack of funding. In addition, the charity Bryson House used to run a fully 

equipped horticultural unit with five polytunnels at Knockbracken adjacent to the NI 

Ambulance Service Headquarters before it also was closed down due to lack of 

funding. It is recommended that the Bryson House facility be converted into 

community organic allotments. Antrim Area Hospital has an Old Walled Garden at the 

back of Bush House currently down to grass with fruit trees around the edges of some 
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of the walls. This Walled Garden should also be converted into community organic 

allotments. These allotments would increase involvement and ownership of the site by 

staff and local people and further increase the range of habitats on site. 

·  Establish a wildlife group consisting of hospital and/or Health Trust staff, patients, 

and members of the local community with the help of established nature conservation 

organizations in Northern Ireland such as CVNI, Ulster Wildlife Trust, and RSPB (NI) 

to drive forward conservation actions including further surveys and practical 

conservation management on each site. Many respondents to the social 

questionnaire expressed a willingness to get involved in practical conservation 

activities on the sites.  

·  It is recommended that each Health Trust employ a biodiversity officer to oversee all 

biodiversity enhancement activities on all the Trust’s properties under its control whose 

remit would include the following: 

�  Putting in grants for funding conservation management. 

�  Co-ordinating all practical conservation tasks on the site (including organizing 

insurance, risk assessments, transport, refreshments, tools etc.). 

�  Arranging for consultants to carry out future survey work based on the priorities 

identified in this report. 

�  Arranging for amateur and professional naturalists to give talks and guided walks 

on the site explaining the importance of particular habitats and why they require 

management in a particular way to maintain their conservation interest. Other 

public events might include a moth trapping night, a mushroom hunt in the autumn 

and a dawn chorus event to learn how to identify birds by song. 

�  Organise the collection of native tree seed on each site by local schools. This is a 

good way of engaging young people in caring for their local environment sowing 

respect for the wider environment in their adult lives. Encourage the establishment 

of school tree nurseries to grow on the seeds for planting out onto the site. Tor 

Bank Special School adjacent to the Ulster Hospital already has a greenhouse for 

plant propagation purposes. Some sites such as Knockbracken Healthcare Park 

and Gransha Hospital already have the facilities for growing on native collected 

seed and these should be utilized where possible.  
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·  Other tasks that could be organised in conjunction with the local community include: 

tree planting, and the construction, installation and maintenance of the bird and bat 

boxes.  

·  Raise awareness of the biodiversity on each site among hospital staff, patients and 

visitors and the local community by encouraging the reporting of wildlife sightings and 

recording them on the staff intranet site and/or the public Health Trust website or on a 

blackboard or flipchart in a suitable location. 

 

 

 

 


