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1. Introduction
The document consists of three parts – a situational analysis of tourism on the Northumberland coast, a set of strategic aims 
and objectives for the development of sustainable tourism in the area and a detailed action plan.

1.1 Why a sustainable tourism strategy?

The Northumberland Coast Area of Outstanding Beauty (AONB) has many distinctive features that attract visitors as well as 
making it a special place for people to live.  Its landscape of sweeping sandy beaches, rolling dunes, high rocky cliffs and 
isolated islands make it an attractive place to visit.  Tourism is very important to the area, particularly to the local economy.  
However, whilst visitors to the coast are a vital economic resource, they also put pressure on its unique natural and cultural 
assets.  It is therefore important to have a strategy in place that considers the economic, environmental and social impacts of 
tourism, both for the benefits of visitors as well as the local community.  

This is the second sustainable tourism strategy developed by Northumberland Coast AONB Partnership.  Since the 2006 
strategy there have been a number of contextual changes which this strategy reflects.  Most notable was the closure of the 
Regional Development Agency, One North-East.  This, along with a reduction of public funding means that now more than 
ever a strong partnership approach is needed in order to deliver the actions the strategy sets out.

The sustainable tourism strategy also forms part of the AONB’s application for Part I of the European Charter for Sustainable 
Tourism in Protected Areas.  The Charter is a practical management tool which helps improve the sustainable development 
and management of tourism in protected areas.  It focuses on the process of tourism planning and recognises protected 
areas that have adopted the correct approach to developing and managing tourism in a sustainable way.  There are currently 
107 Charter Parks across Europe.

The Europarc Federation, an umbrella organisation for over 400 protected areas in 35 countries, is responsible for awarding 
the Charter.  To gain Charter status the authority responsible for the protected area should:

1. Accept and abide by the principles for sustainable development as set out in the Charter, whilst adapting them to the  
 local context
2.  Involve all those implicated by tourism, in and around the protected area, in its development and management
3.  Define a medium-term strategy (five years) for sustainable tourism development in its area
4.  Present this strategy in the form of an action plan

The Charter Principles for Sustainable Tourism are:

1.  To involve all those implicated by tourism in and around the protected area in its development and management
2.  To prepare and implement a sustainable tourism strategy and action plan for the protected area
3.  To protect and enhance the area’s natural and cultural heritage, for and through tourism, and to protect it from   
 excessive tourism development
4.  To provide all visitors with a high-quality experience in all aspects of their visit
5.  To communicate effectively to visitors about the special qualities of the area
6.  To encourage specific tourism products which enable discovery and understanding of the area
7.  To increase knowledge of the protected area and sustainability issues amongst all those involved in tourism
8.  To ensure that tourism supports and does not reduce the quality of life of local residents
9.  To increase benefits from tourism to the local economy
10.  To monitor and influence visitor flows to reduce negative impacts

1



Once a suitable strategy has been proposed, Part I of the Charter requires that this be implemented in partnership with local 
tourism representatives, other business sectors, local people and authorities.

At a later stage, Part II of the Charter involves taking local participation a step further with tourism businesses working with 
the protected area to achieve individual recognition as Charter signatories.

1.2 What is sustainable tourism?

The European Charter for Sustainable Tourism defines sustainable tourism as:

“Any form of tourism development, management or activity which ensures the long-term protection and preservation of 
natural, cultural and social resources and contributes in a positive and equitable manner to the economic development and 
well-being of individuals living, working, or staying in protected areas”.

As a result the strategy considers the needs of the visitors, residents, businesses and the environment, both now and in the 
future.  This sustainable approach to tourism aims to ensure that people can enjoy visiting the AONB and the associated 
economic benefits this brings, whilst continuing to conserve and enhance its natural beauty.

1.3 How was the strategy developed?

The strategy is based on extensive research and careful consultation with local stakeholders.  Important parts of the 
development process were:

• The establishment of a Sustainable Tourism Working Group made up of members representing different 
 tourism sectors

• Desktop research including analysis of relevant policy documents, existing surveys and research reports and   
 assessment of current tourism trends

• Regular meetings of the Sustainable Tourism Working Group

• Three consultation workshops with local businesses in December 2012 and January 2013

• A number of interviews with stakeholders including tourist information centre (TIC) staff to identify frequently asked  
 questions by visitors as well as gaps in information provision

• A visitor survey conducted from March 2013 to August 2013 including face-to-face interviews and self-completion  
 questionnaires

• A report  from Newcastle University Business School students which provided recommendations on ‘How best to   
 encourage a modal shift in behaviour from using private to public and alternative transportation’ amongst visitors to  
 the Northumberland coast

Findings from the primary research have been integrated into the text where appropriate to support relevant points.
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2. An assessment of tourism in the Northumberland Coast AONB

2.1 Introduction to the AONB 

An Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) is a landscape considered to be so special that its distinctive qualities are 
protected for the nation.  These features can include the area’s fauna and flora, historic landscapes, cultural heritage and 
environmental quality.  There are 46 AONBs in Britain (33 wholly in England, four wholly in Wales, one which straddles the 
English and Welsh border and eight in Northern Ireland) and they cover 18% of the countryside.

The Northumberland Coast AONB was designated in 1958.  It covers an area of 138 square kilometres along 64km of 
coastline stretching from Berwick to the Coquet estuary.  The widest point is 2.5km and the narrowest just 50 metres.  Whilst 
the area is perhaps best known for its dramatic coastal scenery, it is also steeped in history, covering 7,000 years of human 
activity, conflict and spiritual pursuit. 

The primary purpose of AONB designation is to conserve and enhance the natural beauty of the area.  Secondary objectives 
are to take account of the needs of people living and working in the area and to provide for recreation where it is consistent 
with conserving natural beauty.  

The Countryside and Rights of Way Act (2000) places responsibility with local authorities to protect AONBs by preparing a 
Management Plan to set out how they will take care of it.  All public bodies also have a duty to regard the purposes of AONBs 
when undertaking their work.    

The Northumberland Coast AONB Partnership comprises of a number of and organisations and individuals.  These partners 
include:

• Northumberland County Council
• Natural England
• English Heritage
• Environment Agency
• Community Development Trusts within the AONB
• Parish Councils
• National Farmers Union
• Country Land and Business Association
• National Trust
• Northumberland Tourism
• Special interest members 

2.2 Economic and social issues

The population of the Northumberland Coast AONB is approximately 12,500.  Whilst farming and fishing continue to play a 
part in the local rural economy, tourism is now emerging as one of the most important sectors.  The villages and towns along 
the coast are popular destinations for both overnight and day visitors and are particularly busy during the summer and school 
holidays.

In the county as a whole, tourism is worth 11.8% of Northumberland’s economy and contributes £665 million to the 
economy.  Over 10,700 full time jobs are supported by direct tourism expenditure in Northumberland and a further 2,200 
full jobs are supported by indirect revenue from tourism (Thomas, 2012).
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Socio-economic issues affecting the visitor economy include:

Jobs
Whilst the tourism industry provides a significant number of jobs, many of them are often seasonal and low paid.  Under-
employment is an issue and people often need to have more than one job.  Raising the value of tourism to provide better and 
more valuable jobs is a challenge.

Lack of economic prospects has forced young people out of the villages.  There are also a disproportionate number of 
people over the age of 60 within the area – 30% compared to the national average of 21% (Northumberland Coast AONB 
Management Plan, 2009).

Services
Access to services is limited, which can provide problems for those without private transport.  There is a high car 
dependency amongst residents as well as visitors to the AONB.  Rural services are difficult to maintain and so therefore 
alongside residents, visitors can help to protect the viability of them.

Affordable housing
Access to affordable housing is a serious issue.  In 2011 the average house price to average household income ratio within 
the Northumberland Coast AONB was 7.9 years’ earnings.  This was much higher than the North East average of 4.6 (Defra, 
2012).  

Second homes
House prices are affected by the high level of second-home ownership.  Average house prices in the AONB are £265,000 
compared to £145,000 in the rest of Northumberland (Northumberland County Council, 2013).  Second home ownership 
also affects village services and the sense of community when many properties are empty for much of the year.

2.3 Natural environment

The Northumberland Coast AONB features a dramatic natural coastline of rocky headlands and cliffs along with extensive 
sweeping sandy beaches and dynamic sand dune systems.  The distinctive rocky Farne Islands archipelago features in many 
coastal views and contrasts significantly with the views inland to the rounded sandstone hills and Cheviots.  There is a feeling 
of exposure and tranquillity on the flat, low lying open coastal plain and windswept coast, with sparse tree cover, huge skies 
and wide seascape views.

Important features of the AONB’s natural environment include:

Dune grassland
Long sandy beaches backed by sand dunes form an impressive part of the Northumberland coastal landscape.  The dune 
systems also support a number of wildlife populations and several scarce plants.

Whin grassland
Rocky outcrops of whinstone within the AONB support a distinctive plant community called whin grassland.  Whin grassland 
is almost unique to Northumberland with good examples being found at Dunstanburgh, Craster, Cullernose Point, Hips 
Heugh, Bamburgh and on the Heugh at Holy Island.

4



Migratory and wintering wildfowl and waders
The range of habitats within the AONB provide rich and vital feeding grounds for huge numbers of ducks, swans, geese and 
wading birds that pass through on migration or spend the winter here, on habitats kept ice-free by the sea.

Breeding seabirds 
The Farne Islands are internationally important for the seabird colonies that gather to breed on them each spring.  Of 
particular importance are the colonies of arctic, common and sandwich terns, guillemot and puffin.  A breeding colony of 
arctic and little terns can also be found in Beadnell Bay, with smaller numbers of little tern at Lindisfarne.

Farmland birds
Species such as grey partridge, tree sparrow, skylark and yellowhammer can be found on the Northumberland coastal plain.  
The farmland within the AONB plays a vital role in sustaining them through the provision of wide, enhanced, field margins, 
over-wintered stubbles and small patches of vegetation grown to provide a range of seeds through the winter.  Arable land 
and grassland is important for waders and wet grassland supports small breeding populations of declining species including 
lapwing, curlew, snipe and yellow wagtail.

Dramatic natural coastline
Rocky headlands and cliffs contrast with extensive sweeping sandy beaches and dynamic sand dune systems.

Dark skies
Areas of the AONB offer good views of the night sky and are valued by residents and visitors alike.

2.4 Historic and cultural heritage

The history of human interaction and occupation of the landscape is central to the character of the Northumberland Coast 
AONB.  The sea has always been a dominant force not only in shaping the coastline but in how ancestors have attempted 
to manipulate and exploit it.  Evidence of this ranges from field patterns to settlements sites, route ways to buildings and 
quarries to castles.

Key aspects of the AONB’s cultural heritage include:

Ecclesiastical 
The isolation of dramatic coastal locations of Northumberland was very important within the early Celtic Christian Church.  
The small islands and peninsulas along the coast provided ideal locations for austere ecclesiastical life.  One of the best 
known religious sites is the monastery at Lindisfarne, with remains of the priory buildings still visible today.  Other sites 
established during the early Christian period are the small monastery on the promontory at Beadnell known as Ebba’s Snook 
and at the mouth of the river at Alnmouth called Church Hill.

Many of the parish churches along the coast also have early origins.  Parts of St. Aidan’s church in Bamburgh date from the 
12th century and Warkworth Church is a beautiful Norman church with early Anglo-Saxon foundations.  

Fishing and farming
Human exploitation of the land and sea in this area dates back 8,500 years.  Evidence of this past land use can still be seen 
today with medieval ridge and furrow, earthworks and abandoned quarries now overlain by field boundaries, settlements and 
even golf courses.  Other notable farming features include the distinctive 19th century steam chimneys for thrashing and 
dovecotes which often date from the medieval period.
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Industry and transport
Past industries linked to the coast include lime production at sites such as Holy Island, Seahouses and Beadnell and the 
export of whinstone to the continent from Craster.  The linear form of the AONB is emphasised by the north-south routes 
of the A1 and the East Coast mainline railway.  The development of this line not only facilitated trade and industry, but also 
heralded the start of tourism for the area.

Castles and defence
The past strategic importance of the Northumberland coast can be seen with the castles of Bamburgh, Dunstanburgh and 
Warkworth as well as the town defences of Berwick.  Remnants of the Second World War include concrete tank traps and gun 
emplacements.

2.5 Tourism facilities and services

2.5.1 Accommodation 

Whilst there is a range of accommodation available, high-end self-catering properties dominate.

There is a lack of budget accommodation, particularly south of Craster where there is limited camping and touring caravan 
provision.  There is also reluctance amongst some providers to allow one night stays which is problematic for walkers on the 
Coast Path and cyclists on the Coast and Castles cycle route.

2.5.2 Attractions

The natural environment is one of the biggest attractions for visitors to the Northumberland coast.  The 2013 visitor survey 
found that the landscape was one of the features that made visitors want to visit the area as well as what made it so special.  
The county itself also ranks first out of 87 authorities in terms of tranquillity.

As well as natural beauty, the small seaside villages along the coast also attract visitors.  The charm of old fishermen’s 
cottages, smokehouses and harbours makes them appealing places to wander around.  In Seahouses, the harbour also 
provides the starting point for boat trips out to the Farne Islands.

There are a number of historic attractions along the coast.  Visitors can spend hours exploring the iconic castles of 
Bamburgh, Dunstanburgh, Warkworth and Lindisfarne all of which offer an insight into Northumberland’s historic past.  The 
Grace Darling Museum in Bamburgh commemorates the life of the Victorian heroine who, along with her father, helped to 
rescue survivors of the wrecked SS Forfarshire in 1838.

Very few attractions are open all year round which contributes to the problem of seasonal tourism and the difficulty of 
attracting visitors outside of peak season.  A notable exception is Bamburgh Castle which is open daily from February to early 
November and at weekends during the winter.  
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2.5.3 Food and drink

Due to its coastal location seafood features heavily on the local menu.  The small fishing village of Craster is home to the 
famous ‘Craster Kippers’ smoked in the traditional way by fourth generation family business L. Robson and Son Ltd.  The 
fishing port of Seahouses is a very popular place amongst visitors for fresh fish and chips.  Other local producers include 
Chainbridge Honey Farm, Heatherslaw Corn Mill and Bakery, Doddington’s Dairy and Spurreli Icecream.

Places that have incorporated local food into their menus include the Jolly Fisherman in Craster which is famed for its crab 
sandwiches and the Ship Inn in Low Newton which serves local kippers.  The latter also has an on-site micro-brewery.  
A number of accommodation providers also provide hearty breakfasts using local suppliers.  The morning menu at 
Northumbrian House in Berwick includes kippers from Swallow Fish, bread from the Great Northumbrian Bread Company 
and bacon from an organic farm just a few miles away.  St Cuthbert’s House in Seahouses also provides a locally sourced 
breakfast including ‘Bamburgh Bangers’ from R. Carter and Son butchers, free range eggs from R. Ord & Hens and bread 
from Trotter’s Family Bakers ‘just around the corner’.

Whilst local produce does exist and is being used in some places, there is still great potential to develop the overall food offer 
in the area.  A lack of consistency was highlighted in the consultation workshops and seen as something which could be 
improved.  The way that locally produced food is communicated to visitors is also something which needs to be addressed.  
People are becoming more aware of buying locally and are willing to do so, but equally wish to know about a product’s 
provenance.  There is potential to develop more ‘linked up’ food experiences such as walking trails which incorporate visiting 
producers or places selling meals using local produce.  The Mouth of the Tweed project in Berwick is a good example of a 
local initiative being developed to exploit the town’s rich food heritage.

2.5.4 Arts and crafts

There are many galleries selling local artists’ work in the area.  There are also some arts based events available such as the 
annual Alnmouth Arts Festival and the Crossing Borders Arts Trail.  Whilst opportunities to take part in arts and crafts do 
exist, this is an area that could be expanded and capitalised on with less than 1% of visitors stating this was their main activity 
during their stay.  There is potential to incorporate arts and crafts such as painting, photography and proggy mat making into 
packages or special interest weekends, especially in the off and shoulder seasons.

2.5.5 Outdoor activities

Walking 
Walking is one of the most popular activities on the Northumberland coast with 83% of people taking either a short walk (up 
to two hours) or long walk (over two hours) during their stay.  

The Northumberland Coast Path runs for 103km (64 miles) from Cresswell to Berwick-Upon-Tweed and forms part of the 
wider North Sea Trail.  Its linear nature provides a good opportunity to promote car free tourism.  For example it is possible to 
walk a section of the path in one direction and then get public transport back to the start point.  

There are also several popular circular walks off the Coast Path including Craster to Howick Hall and Craster to Dunstanburgh.  
These combine some of the most iconic sites on the coast with countryside and fishing villages.  There is a real opportunity to 
develop circular walks further by incorporating local food and drink within these and create a more joined up offer.

Other long-distance walking routes that pass through the AONB include St. Oswald’s Way (Heavenfield to Holy Island) and St. 
Cuthbert’s Way (Melrose to Lindisfarne).

A programme of guided walks offered by the AONB during the summer includes the six sections of the Coast Path and 
geology walks.
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Cycling
The Coast and Castles Cycle Route is part of the National Cycle Network (Route 1) which stretches 322km from Newcastle to 
Edinburgh.  It weaves in and out of the AONB, passing through Warkworth, Seahouses and Bamburgh.   Other cycle routes, 
such as the Pennine Cycleway also finish at Berwick and suggest the town has real potential to be a hub and service station 
for this activity.  

The AONB cycle rides guide provides information about five circular rides in and around the AONB.  However, due to their 
distances these routes are only really suitable for intermediate riders and above.

During the consultation workshops businesses expressed concern that there were a lack of safe, circular cycling routes that 
were suitable for leisure riders and families.  It was felt the Coast and Castles route, with its linear nature, served the needs 
of serious riders rather than amateur cyclists.  Cycle hire within the AONB is limited with centres only available in Amble, 
Alnwick and Berwick-upon-Tweed.

Whilst the number of visitors undertaking cycling has doubled from 3% to 6% since 2005, this still represents a small 
number of participants and suggests there is room for growth in this activity area.

Horse riding
The wide and sandy beaches of the AONB that are relatively quiet and easy to access are particularly suitable for horse riding.  
Such beaches include Cheswick Black Rocks, Bamburgh, Beadnell and Alnmouth.  The AONB Partnership has developed a 
code of conduct for horse riders to ensure that when visiting the beach other users as well as wildlife are not harmed.  Just 
outside the AONB, Druridge Bay Country Park has an excellent beach for horse riding.  It is also possible to find routes along 
the network of quiet roads and bridleways that criss-cross the AONB.

Water sports
Sea kayaking, surfing, windsurfing, kite surfing, coasteering and diving can all be enjoyed on the coast.  Codes of conduct 
have been developed by the AONB Partnership to ensure that this kind of recreation takes place without adversely affecting 
the biodiversity, natural habitats or historic environment.

Beadnell Bay is the only promoted launching point for visiting small powered leisure craft within the AONB, making this the 
only area suitable for activities such as water and jet skiing.  Larger craft can be launched from harbours in Berwick-upon-
Tweed, Seahouses and Amble.  A code of conduct for use of powered craft also exists to ensure that the natural environment 
is not damaged by such activity.

Commercial outdoor activity providers and tourism packages
A number of commercial activity providers exist and offer activities such guided walks, cycle hire, adventure sports and 
wildlife tours.  Boat trips out to the Farne Islands and Coquet Island are also popular.

2.5.6 Accessibility and transport

Road 
The Northumberland coast can be reached by car on the A1 which provides good access from both Scotland and the South.  

Rail 
East Coast provides hourly services from London Kings Cross to Berwick-Upon-Tweed each day.  Many of these trains also 
stop at Alnmouth providing access to the central section of the coast.  A common misconception about the Northumberland 
coast is that it takes a long time to get to.  However, journey time from London to Berwick is only 3 hours 36 minutes with 
London to Alnmouth just 3 hours 26 minutes. 
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Bus 
The AONB is relatively well-served by public transport.  During the summer, an hourly service operates between Amble and 
Alnwick and Alnwick to Belford (and beyond to Berwick-upon-Tweed) via the coastal villages.  During the winter months, this 
service is less-frequent.
The AONB Partnership has several days out and walking itineraries on their website providing useful suggestions for car free 
days.
A seasonal service operates daily from Berwick to Holy Island which reduces to twice-weekly outside of the summer months.  
Times of this service depend upon the tides.

Challenges of public transport use
In reality most people will access the Northumberland coast area by car.  The 2013 visitor survey found that 88% of visitors 
used a car during their stay with 77% citing it as their main form of transport during their trip.  There was also low willingness 
amongst respondents to limit the use of their car whilst on holiday and use public transport more.

Consumer research by Visit England (2010) found the majority of respondents would be more likely to use public transport 
to travel to or around their destination when on holiday if sufficient incentives were available.  These incentives included a 
reduced cost, greater convenience and being provided with better information.  These are important points to remember 
when trying to encourage the use of public transport and promoting car-free activities to visitors.

2.5.7 Visitor information

Northumberland Coast AONB Partnership

A variety of information is provided by the AONB Partnership:

Table 1: Information provided by Northumberland Coast AONB

Source Format Description

Northumberland 
Coast AONB 
website

Online Provides information about the AONB such as details of its designation, how to be a good visitor and 
ways to explore.

Our Coast, Our 
Sea website

Online This website is hosted in collaboration with other partners such as Berwickshire & North Northumber-
land Coast European Marine Site and St Abbs & Eyemouth Voluntary Marine Reserve.  It offers informa-
tion about activity providers, learning resources, an interactive notice board and updates about news and 
events on the coast.

Coastal Views 
Newsletter

Email Monthly e-newsletter sent to subscribers by email.  These recipients include visitors as well as number of 
organisations connected to tourism within the area.

Visitor Guide 
(annual)

Print Designed to provide visitors with information about things to see and do during their trip and encourage 
responsible tourism.  Primarily distributed through accommodation providers and tourist information 
centres to reach visitors post-arrival.

AONB 
guidebooks

Print Eight special subject guides available to purchase directly from the AONB website or from tourist infor-
mation centres.  Topics include: Bird Watching, Underwater World, Geology and Landscape, Historic 
Buildings, Archaeology, Exploring the Shore and Plant Life.  There is also a special guide to walking the 
Northumberland Coast Path and a cycle guide.

Leaflets Print Various leaflets including a map and description of the AONB, good visitor behaviour and visiting the 
coast with dogs.
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Tourist Information Centres
Within the AONB there are tourist information centres in Craster and Seahouses and in the gateway towns of Amble and 
Berwick-Upon-Tweed and nearby Alnwick.  These centres are subject to seasonal open times though with Amble closed 
completely during the winter and Craster and Seahouses only operating at weekends.  This reduced opening during off-peak 
periods adds to the problems of seasonality and reflects the idea that there is not much to do in the low season compared to 
peak visiting times.   

Northumberland Tourism
The ‘Northumberland an Independent Spirit’ website (www.visitnorthumberland.com) provides information on where to go, 
where to stay and what to do as well as providing up-to-date information on what’s on across the county.  Printed material 
includes a days out guide, bedroom browser and holiday and short breaks guide.  A number of leaflets about attractions, 
things to do and local walking routes are also available to download as PDF files from their website.

Independent websites
There are several independent websites which provide information about the area as a whole as well as more localised ones 
featuring just one village or town.  One such example is Your Northumberland Guide set up by a local resident ‘to promote all 
that Northumberland has to offer its residents and visitors alike’.  It offers a range of information about places and things to do 
across Northumberland as well as downloadable town and village guides.   There is also a very well used independent website 
which provides detailed information about walking the Northumberland Coast Path.

Interpretation panels
There are numerous interpretation panels within the AONB which vary in their style, quality, age and usefulness.  Some of 
these have been installed by the AONB itself whereas others have been put in place by other organisations such as Natural 
England.  According to the visitor survey around two thirds of visitors use such panels during their stay.

Importance of local knowledge and previous visits
In terms of information sources used, visitors to the area rated knowledge from a previous trip as the main way that they had 
planned their trip both pre and post-arrival.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, local knowledge was stated by residents as the main way 
that they had planned their day.
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2.5.8 Tourism delivery structures

There are a number of organisations and networks involved in the delivery of tourism.  These include:

Northumberland Tourism
Northumberland Tourism is the county’s destination management organisation and hosts the official visitor website, 
www.visitnorthumberland.com.  Since restructuring in 2012 its three priorities are marketing, product development and 
communication and engagement.  It offers marketing opportunities for businesses via website listings, days out leaflet, 
holiday guide, tourist info screens, email marketing and web page sponsorship.

Northumberland County Council
Northumberland County Council is responsible for tourism development, particularly information and infrastructure such 
as car parking, public toilets, signage and TICs.  It also has a role to play in events strategy though this is through the 
commissioning of them rather than running them themselves.  The County Council also commissions Northumberland 
Tourism to carry out the functions outlined above.

Tourism Associations
There are a total of 13 tourism associations in Northumberland.  Particularly relevant to the Northumberland Coast 
AONB are:

North Northumberland Tourism Association
An association of small tourism businesses in North Northumberland and the Borders who regularly meet, share information, 
hold training events and have their own website which members can market themselves on.

Alnwick Tourism Association
An association set up to promote tourism in the Alnwick District for the benefit of local businesses as well as the wider 
community.  Its website provides a host of information including accommodation, places to eat, tourist attractions, walking, 
and other information of interest.

Northumberland Attractions Association
A forum for businesses and organisations in the county to meet, share ideas and information and discuss trends and issues.  

Outdoors Northumberland Network
A network of businesses and public sector partners interested in recreational outdoor activities.  Members include activity 
providers and guides as well as tourism specialists and representatives from Northumberland Tourism, the AONBs and 
Northumberland National Park.  The network was established to build stronger relationships between public agencies and 
private businesses with the aim of enhancing Northumberland’s tourism offer.

The Northumberland Coast AONB Partnership
The AONB has an advocacy rather than delivery role in tourism.  Its primary role is to ensure that tourism does not detract 
from the special features of the designation.  This includes providing information to increase awareness of the special features 
as well as highlighting good visitor behaviour.  In pursuing the above the AONB also has a duty to consider the economic and 
social needs of local communities as well as meet the demands for recreation as far as this is consistent with the conservation 
of the area’s natural beauty.
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2.5.9 Sustainable tourism

There are currently 18 Green Tourism Business Scheme (GTBS) members operating within the AONB or close to its 
boundaries.  Northumberland Encouraging Sustainable Tourism (NEST) was formed in March 2012.  This network of 
businesses has the common goal of spearheading sustainable tourism within the area.  Operating on an informal basis they 
have organised events such as a workshop on marketing sustainable tourism to help businesses promote themselves more 
effectively.

2.6 Visitor profile

The 2013 visitor survey showed:

•	 63% of visitors were overnight visitors and 37% were on a day trip from home

• 84% of visitors were repeat visitors with 36% having visited the area more than 10 times before

• The majority of visitors were over 35 or over (92%), with a substantial number aged 60+ (43%)

• A car was used by 91% of visitors to the area

• The most common activity was going for a short walk (up to 2 hours) which was undertaken by 72% of visitors

• The three most popular main activities were going for a short walk (21%), visiting attractions (16%) and going for a   
 long walk (13%)

• Visitors are virtually all domestic with 43% coming from the North East, 13% from Yorkshire and the Humber and 9%  
 from Scotland

2.7 Policy context

As well as local consultation informing the strategy, regional and national tourism policies have also been taken into 
consideration.  These policies include:

Visit England Rural Tourism Action Plan (2011)

The vision of Visit England’s Rural Tourism Action Plan is to “maximise the potential of the rural tourism offer, which will bring 
substantial benefits to local economies and communities and contribute to 5% growth, year on year, in the England tourism 
market by 2020”.

The specific objectives that the plan sets out are broadly in line with the objectives of the AONB’s sustainable tourism policy 
whereby it aims to:

• Diversify and modernise rural tourism products to generate business opportunities suited to local environments and  
 communities and to develop a year round visitor offer

• Increase consumer awareness, understanding and enjoyment of the products and experiences available in rural areas

• Encourage rural communities and economies to benefit from the value of rural tourism by taking ownership for the  
 development, management, protection and conservation of rural assets and locations
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Visit England Wise Growth Action Plan (2011)

Visit England states that Wise Growth principles should be embedded into tourism action plans.    Wise Growth is 
characterised as:

• Inclusive: visitor experiences are fun, inspirational, safe, open and accessible to all

• Engaging: local residents are involved in tourism development through working relationships, consultation and   
 cooperation

• Promoting well-being: tourism activities strengthen and sustain the quality of life of the communities in which they  
 take place by improving access to local resources and amenities

• Caring: the cultural heritage of places, the authenticity and distinctiveness is protected or enhanced through   
 preserving traditions and local culture for both residents and visitors

• Distinctive: the quality of the urban, coastal and rural environment is maintained or enhanced without physical or   
 visual degradation 

• Fun and appealing: tourism capitalises on the enjoyment of England’s natural and built environments, habitats and  
 wildlife but ensures these are not damaged in the process

• Viable: local businesses that operate successfully and responsibly over the long-term are seen as champions.  The  
 number and quality of local jobs supported by tourism activities, including salary, conditions and availability are   
 increased and strengthened.  Local residents benefit from the tourism activity they host, especially by maximising 
 visitor spending retained in the local economy

• Efficient: visitors and businesses use scarce and non-renewable resources wisely; visitors and businesses seek to   
 minimise pollution, especially from transport, and reduce waste from all tourism activity

Achieving Wise Growth relies on the participation of different stakeholders with visitors, residents and tourism business 
working together to meet its aims.  This fits very well with the development of the sustainable tourism strategy and Europarc 
application which requires local engagement and a co-operative approach.

Visit England Tourism and Transport Action Plan (2011)

The Visit England Tourism and Transport Action Plan calls for better planning, design and integration of tourism and transport 
products and services.  Specifically it aims to:

• Improve the ability of domestic and inbound visitors to reach their destinations, using the mode of travel most   
 convenient for them, with reliable levels of service (by road or public transport), clear pre-journey and in-journey   
 information, and at an acceptable cost

• Ensure that visitors once at their destinations face good and convenient choices for getting about locally, meeting   
 their aspirations as well as those of the local community for sustainable solutions

• Help deliver the above, to influence transport planning at a strategic national as well as local level to give greater   
 consideration to the needs of the leisure and business traveller and to overcome transport issues that act as a barrier
 to tourism growth

• In all these, to seek to work in partnership with public authorities and commercial transport providers, to ensure that  
 the needs of visitors are well understood and acted upon, and that their value to local economics is fully taken on   
 board in policy decisions about transport infrastructure and service provision

13



Northumberland Local Development Plan 
(Core Strategy Preferred Options Consultation Document, 2013)
The Northumberland Local Development Plan recognises that tourism is a key economic sector for Northumberland.  
Furthermore, it acknowledges that it can affect the landscape and diversity and therefore its preferred approach “seeks to 
balance the development of tourism throughout Northumberland, with the protection of the unique qualities of the County’s 
natural and built environment which predominantly attract tourists in the first place.”  It also recognises that the AONB faces 
significant development pressure and whilst the sustainable growth of tourism in these areas is supported this must conserve 
and enhance the special reasons for designation.  This approach is in line with the overall aim of the AONB’s sustainable 
tourism strategy.

Northumberland Economic Strategy (2010-2015)
The Northumberland Economic Strategy considers tourism as a growth sector.  The following objectives particularly fit with 
this strategy:

• Fill gaps in products available
• Extend the tourism season
• Deliver a distinctive quality destination experience

Northumberland Tourism Business Plan (2012)
The Northumberland Tourism business plan aims to grow tourism in the county by 6%.  Their vision is to make tourism work 
in and for Northumberland culture and to embrace the unique value of Northumberland and its independent spirit.  Their 
three priorities are marketing, product development and communication and engagement.  

The Growing Tourism Locally campaign themes that will be used to promote Northumberland over the next three years 
include:
• Taste of Northumberland
• Northumberland’s Historic Spirit
• Northumberland’s Active Spirit
• Northumberland’s Wild Spirit

The Northumberland Area Tourism Management Plan (ATMaP, 2010-2015)
The ATMaP’s main aims of increasing visitor spend and deriving the maximum benefit from tourism across the county are 
relevant to the sustainable tourism strategy.  Particularly applicable objectives that have been set out to meet these aims are:
• Raise awareness of Northumberland amongst potential visitors
• Increase visitor spend per head
• Ensure visitors stay for longer
• Increase visitor numbers, in particular from priority segments 
• Increase visitor spend throughout the year

Using the Ark Leisure model, the following market segments were identified as target visitors to Northumberland:
• Functionals self-reliant low spenders, value functionality, arts and culture important 
• Traditionals value good service, unlikely to pay extra, relaxed lifestyle, enjoy intellectual challenges 
• Cosmopolitans do what they want, try new things, willing to pay for more, service is important 
• Discoverers independent of mind, style not important, quite high spend but value is important

Northumberland Coast AONB Management Plan (2014-2019)
The strategy has been written in conjunction with AONB’s Management Plan.   
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Working Towards Sustainable Tourism in England’s AONBs (2013)

This joint Sustainable Tourism Accord between Visit England, Defra and the National Association of AONBs (NAAONBs) sets 
out a shared vision for tourism in England’s AONBs and outlines the contribution that local and national partnerships can 
make to achieve this.

It recognises:
• There are opportunities for the growth of sustainable tourism within AONBs
• The contribution that tourism makes to rural economies
• The benefits of raising visitor and businesses awareness in ensuring the continued protection of England’s finest   
 landscapes

The vision is:
Local business communities, AONB Partnerships and destination organisations work collaboratively with each other and 
with the support of national bodies to deliver effective actions that grow sustainable tourism in AONBs.  Tourism in AONBs 
is developed in ways which support the Strategic Framework for Tourism in England, contributing to and supporting local 
economies and communities and which ensure the natural beauty of AONBs is conserved, enhanced, and their special 
qualities understood and widely enjoyed.   

The shared objectives of the accord fit well with the aims and objectives of the AONB’s sustainable tourism strategy.

2.8 External influences on tourism in the Northumberland Coast AONB 

Several trends within the tourism industry should be noted and have particular relevance to the development of the 
sustainable tourism strategy.

2.8.1 Attitudes to sustainability

Visit England’s research into attitudes towards sustainable tourism indicates that most consumers are happy to adopt 
‘functional’ sustainable behaviour such as reusing towels (2010).  It also suggests that the majority would choose a hotel that 
offered local food or had a green award over one that did not given everything else was otherwise the same.  

However, whilst consumers are not averse to acting in a sustainable way, they do not necessarily want to work at being green 
either – nearly half of respondents agreed with the statement “I don’t want to have to think about being green (on holiday in 
England), I just want to relax” (Visit England, 2010, p.3).  This implies that in order to engage visitors in sustainable behaviour 
it needs to be easy to carry out with the benefits and how it will add to their holiday experience clearly communicated.

2.8.2 The Staycation

The years 2010 and 2011 saw an increase in the number of domestic holidays being taken in England (Visit England, 2012b).  
Motivations for this included discovering new destinations as well revisiting favourite old places.  This suggests strong 
potential for repeat visitors as well as the possibility of attracting people who have not travelled to the area before.  The ease 
of holidaying at home rather than travelling abroad was also regarded as a motivator amongst those surveyed.  This implies 
that the effortlessness of taking a domestic trip should be communicated to potential visitors.  It also emphasises the potential 
benefits of packaging up different elements of a holiday to make it easy for people to plan and book trips.  
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2.8.3 Packaging up products

Whilst it is recognised that holidaying at home can be less hassle than going abroad, breaks and holidays in England 
are not always considered an easy or cheap option (Visit England, 2012c).  There is potential for greater collaboration 
for accommodation providers, travel companies, attractions and activity leaders to offer a combined product to visitors, 
especially during the shoulder and off-seasons when footfall is low and it is perceived there is little to do.  If marketed 
properly this packaging up of breaks could go some way to break down barriers such as effort and cost as well as address the 
problems of seasonality facing the area.

Workshop feedback suggested that such packaging up of products would be a way to tackle seasonality.  Businesses were 
supportive of the idea of linking up different elements of a stay and promoting them through Northumberland Tourism for 
credibility.

2.8.4 The weather and seasonality

The weather can undoubtedly be seen as a factor affecting tourism and travel plans.  Nationwide, the poor weather during the 
summer of 2012 caused 16% of visitors to change their holiday plans (by cancelling, shortening or postponing trips) as well 
as putting nearly one-fifth of people off taking holidays in England the following year (Visit England, 2012b, pp.36-38).  

Poor weather is seen as one of the challenges to overcome when trying to prevent the downturn in the staycation trend (Visit 
England, 2012c).  As well as putting off people holidaying at home, it is also a push factor for encouraging holidays abroad.  
As a consequence it is important that visitors are reminded that there is still much to enjoy when it rains.  This could be 
done by:

• Creating lists of wet weather activities
•	 Providing money off vouchers for indoor activities
• Emphasising it’s about quality time together, “We had jigsaws and scrabble and it was brilliant,” and dressing   
 appropriately, “There’s no such thing as bad weather, just bad clothing.” (Visit England, 2012c, p.24)

Seasonality was highlighted as the most significant issue affecting tourism in the consultation workshops.  Businesses felt 
that there needed to be more year round tourism opportunities, with a longer season and more visitors off season and in the 
shoulder months.  In order to achieve this it was acknowledged that the perception that Northumberland as a summer only 
destination needs to change.  A way of doing this would be to make visitors aware there is a year round, constantly changing 
landscape to see as well as winter wildlife opportunities.  Festivals, special events and activities were also seen as a way of 
promoting the area as a year round destination.

2.8.5 Local distinctiveness

Local distinctiveness can be an important part of the visitor experience and something which helps differentiate a destination 
from others.  Distinctiveness can be created with:

• Local activities and events - providing an opportunity for visitors to taking part in things they cannot or would not do  
 at home, for example local fetes or events celebrating local traditions
• Local food and drink - highlighting good quality local fare and where to find it
• Independent shops - encouraging visits to places with local produce

As well as helping to provide a memorable visitor experience, local distinctiveness can also be used as a way to increase the 
value of visitor spend, by retaining more of it within the destination on locally sourced products and services rather than it 
leaking out to businesses outside the area. 
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2.8.6 Fuel prices

The rising price of fuel is likely to affect trips being taken as people use their cars less to save fuel.  This has implications in 
terms of visitor numbers as people may choose not to travel, or stay closer to home rather than making journeys to further to 
reach places.  Whilst the increased cost of fuel presents challenges, it also provides the opportunity to encourage the use of 
public transport if it is perceived to be cheaper than driving.

2.8.7 Digital technology

The importance of digital technology has grown across all stages of the visitor journey in recent years (Visit England, 2012a).  
There are several key digital resources relevant to tourism:

Table 2: Digital resources
Resource Stage Functions

Google -Inspiration
-Conceptualisation
-Comparisons
-Defining (pre-trip)

-Finding ideas
-Shaping ideas
-Searching for offers, comparing prices
-Planning activities/things to do beforehand

Facebook -Inspiration
-Conceptualisation
-On the hoof
-Back at the ranch

- Inspiring people with ideas
-Asking friends for help/advice
-Sharing photos/experiences as they happen
-Sharing once home to show friends and family

TripAdvisor -Inspiration
-Conceptualisation
-Comparison
-Back at the ranch

-Searching for ideas
-Shaping ideas
-Comparing prices, ratings, experiences
-Writing reviews

Local Tourism Boards 
sites

-Conceptualisation
-Defining (pre-trip)
-On the hoof

-Shaping ideas
-Planning activities/things to do beforehand
-Plan B ideas e.g. wet weather alternatives

Twitter -Inspiration
-On the hoof

-Finding ideas
-Finding out about things on the go

Accommodation sites -Price and book
-Defining (pre-trip)

-Like to book direct than through a third party site
-Planning activities/things to do beforehand

Mobile apps -Defining (pre-trip)
-On the hoof

-Planning activities/things to do beforehand
-Looking up info on the go e.g. finding a place to eat

Source: summarised from Visit England (2012a, pp.10-17, 37) 

As well as the digital sources above, the importance of high quality, inspiring photos should also be noted.  People need to 
be able to imagine themselves having memorable experiences; the landscape alone is not necessarily powerful enough to 
inspire people to visit a destination. 
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2.9 SWOT analysis

From the situational analysis above the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats to sustainable tourism on the 
Northumberland coast can be summarised as:

Strengths
• The landscape, especially its natural beauty
• Peace and quiet, sense of place, wild and rustic
• Year round wildlife opportunities
• Range of outdoor activity facilities
• High repeat visitor rate
• High satisfaction rate

Weaknesses
• Short stay accommodation (for example for walkers 
• and cyclists)
• Seasonality
• Safe cycling routes (traffic free, circular, family and amateur 

friendly)
• Wet weather and indoor activities
• Information provision, particularly regarding public transport

Opportunities
• Developing low impact tourism activities
• Developing packages
• Developing seasonal tourism and niche markets 

such as dark skies, wildlife tourism, photography 
and cookery courses

• Encouraging car free days
• Rise of staycations
• Events and festivals to promote the off season and 

extend the shoulder season
• Food trails
• Developing local distinctiveness
• Attracting new visitors to become repeat ones
• More circular routes, rides and trails
• Improved public transport – connections and com-

munication of services

Threats
• Balancing economic and environmental impacts
• Other tourist destinations within the UK
• Economic downturn
• Weather
• Threats to sense of place e.g. traffic and congestion, espe-

cially at honey-pot sites
• Decrease of public sector funding - need to adapt to this
• Competition,  people not turning off the A1, Northumber-

land not recognised as a destination in its own right
• Litter and dog fouling
• Perception of Northumberland as a summer only destination
• Cost of fuel

Q1. Do you agree with the analysis of tourism on the Northumberland coast?

Q2. Are there any sections missing that you think should be included?

Q3. Any other comments?

18



3. Aims and objectives

The aims of the objectives of the AONB’s sustainable tourism strategy are set out below followed by a rationale for their 
inclusion.

3.1 Overview

Aim 1:  Develop low 
impact products and 
encourage low impact 
activities

Aim 2: Promote the 
Northumberland Coast 
AONB as a year round 
destination to 
encourage more visits 
outside peak periods

Aim 3: Encourage 
initiatives that highlight 
the local 
distinctiveness of the 
area and contribute 
towards a unique 
visitor experience

Aim 4:  Provide a 
supportive 
environment for 
businesses to work 
together, carry out 
sustainable actions and 
offer a high quality
visitor experience

Aim 5: Raise 
awareness of the 
AONB’s special 
features and the
importance of 
protecting them

1.1 Develop and 
promote circular 
walking routes

2.1 Communicate the 
changing landscape 
that is on offer

3.1 Encourage 
businesses to use local 
food and produce

4.1 Support the 
development of 
Northumberland 
Encouraging 
Sustainable Tourism 
(NEST)

5.1 Communicate 
to visitors what the 
special features of the 
area are

1.2 Develop and 
promote circular 
cycling routes

2.2 Support the 
development of a year 
round programme of 
festivals and events

3.2 Ensure that local 
distinctiveness is 
conveyed wherever 
possible

4.2 Continue to 
highlight the 
sustainable actions and 
achievements of 
businesses

5.2 Continue to 
provide information on 
good visitor behaviour

1.3 Identify product 
development 
opportunities for the 
Coast Path and the 
Coast and Castles 
cycling route

2.3 Promote the idea 
that the AONB can 
still be enjoyed in wet 
weather

3.3 Encourage 
businesses to use 
these elements of 
local distinctiveness to 
increase the quality of 
visitor experience

4.3 Provide businesses 
with the information 
and tools they need to 
communicate 
sustainability messages 
to visitors during their 
stay

5.3 Support volunteer 
projects that 
contribute towards the 
protection of the area’s 
special features

1.4 Support other low 
impact product 
development

2.4 Encourage 
extended opening 
dates of attractions 
within the AONB to
increase the 
year-round offer of 
things to do

4.4 Continue to have 
representation on 
partnerships and 
associations

5.4 Investigate 
introducing a visitor 
payback scheme

1.5 Promote the use 
of public transport to 
access the AONB and 
to travel around it

2.5 Investigate 
packaging up short 
breaks outside peak 
season

4.5 Continue to work 
with partners to ensure 
that necessary visitor 
facilities and services 
are provided and well 
maintained

1.6 Encourage car free 
tourism in the AONB
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3.2 Rationale

1. Develop low impact products and encourage low impact activities

Conserving and enhancing the area’s natural beauty is the main reason for designation.  People also appreciate the rural 
and unspoilt nature of the area.  Maintaining this sense of place, which is attractive to visitors, is important and low impact 
activities offer a way to do this.

1.1 Develop and promote circular walking routes

The majority of visitors (81%) go for either a short or long walk during their stay and walking is the main activity for one third 
(34%) of people coming to the area.  Walking is a popular activity and a motivation for visiting the Northumberland coast.  
The consultation workshops highlighted a desire for more circular walking routes and whilst many exist more could be done 
to promote them.  As well as being a low impact activity they present an opportunity to increase visitor spend if users are 
directed to places where they can spend money en route.

1.2 Develop and promote circular cycling routes

There is great potential for cycling to be developed as a low impact activity within the AONB.  Whereas the Coast and Castles 
route (NCN1) caters for serious cyclists, there is limited provision for family and leisure riders.  At present only 6% of visitors 
go on a bike ride during their stay, with just 2% recording this as their main activity whilst in the AONB.  The consultation 
workshops, visitor survey and interviews with TIC staff all revealed the desire for more circular routes to be developed.  As 
with circular walks, circular cycle routes also present an opportunity to increase visitor spend.

1.3 Identify product development opportunities for the Coast Path and the Coast and Castles cycling route

Walking and cycling are both low impact activities.  The Coast Path and the Coast and Castles cycle path are linear routes that 
allow the area to be explored by foot or bicycle over a consecutive number of days.  The routes themselves are not a product 
as such and more could be done to exploit their potential.  Consultation workshops as well as TIC staff interviews identified a 
lack of budget accommodation and places willing to accept single-night stays in some areas.  Addressing these shortcomings 
will enable the paths to be promoted as products more effectively and visitors to identify suitable service providers more 
easily.

1.4 Support other low impact product development

Other low impact activities such as wildlife watching and dark sky tourism should be encouraged.  As well as limited 
disturbance of natural features, niche, low impact activities can also go some way towards addressing the issue of seasonality.

1.5 Promote the use of public transport to access the AONB and to travel around it

The number of vehicles in small villages along the coast can be a problem in terms of parking, congestion and the impact that 
they have on the area’s sense of place.  Parking in particular can also be a source of tension between residents and visitors.  
Whilst not all parts of the coast are accessible by public transport, there are areas that are easily reached by local bus and 
train services.  There are also many activities that can be undertaken without the use of a vehicle.  These possibilities should 
be highlighted and explained to visitors to encourage them to enjoy the AONB in this way.
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1.6 Encourage car free tourism in the AONB

It is unrealistic that all visitors will leave their car at home and come by public transport, but more could be done to 
encourage reduced usage whilst they are here.

2. Promote the Northumberland Coast AONB as a year round destination to encourage more visits outside 
peak periods

Currently, tourism is highly seasonal with most visitors coming between May and September.  Whilst there is no need to 
attract more visitors during peak periods, there is capacity for more visitors during the shoulder months.  Extending the 
tourism season would have a positive economic impact and make the industry more sustainable, offering better career 
opportunities for local people.  The results of the visitor survey indicate that people are willing to visit outside peak season 
with some users specifically stating they would prefer to come during the off-peak period.

2.1 Communicate the changing landscape that is on offer

There is the perception amongst some visitors that the Northumberland coast is a summer-only destination.  This image is 
reinforced by websites, tourism publications and ‘What’s On’ information placing emphasis on activities taking place at this 
time.  However, the different seasons each offer a unique range of things to do such as spotting different kinds of wildlife or 
seeing certain species of migrating birds.  The opportunity to have these distinct, seasonal specific experiences needs to be 
communicated in order for visitors to understand the variation in the landscape and encourage them to visit at different times.

2.2 Support the development of a year round programme of festivals and events

A wide ranging events calendar will support the idea that there is a changing landscape and a year round offer of things to 
see and do.  The visitor survey showed that nearly one third of visitors to the AONB were on a day trip from home so special 
events could appeal to them and encourage another visit.  The number of people that had visited the AONB before was very 
high (84%) and suggests that they are likely to make repeat visits, especially if it is perceived there is something special to do. 

2.3 Promote the idea that the AONB can still be enjoyed in wet weather

A common reason people gave for not visiting outside the summer period was the weather.  More information about activities 
that can be enjoyed even on a rainy or cold day would help to change the perception that it is a summer only destination due 
to the weather.

2.4 Encourage extended opening hours of attractions within the AONB to increase the year-round offer of 
things to do

Whilst many people visit the AONB to take part in outdoor activities such as going for a walk, 56% also visited attractions 
during their trip, with 16% stating this was the main activity that they undertook.   Businesses felt that part of the problem 
with seasonality is that people perceive there is nothing to do and this is exacerbated with the reduced opening hours of 
attractions and services during the winter months.  Longer opening hours would help extend the season by offering more 
things to do during this period.

2.5 Investigate the possibility of packaging up short breaks outside peak season

There are many things that can be enjoyed all year round that do not necessarily depend on the weather.  These include 
activities such as arts and crafts, cookery and photography.  There is the potential to package up these activities along with 
other elements such as accommodation, food and transport to offer short, specialised breaks out-of-season.  During the 
consultation workshops businesses expressed an interest in trying this out.
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3. Encourage initiatives that highlight the local distinctiveness of the area and contribute towards a unique 
visitor experience

Celebrating local food and produce is a way to highlight the distinctiveness of the area and help differentiate it as a 
destination.  Buying locally also increases the value of tourism by keeping visitor spend within the destination for longer.

3.1 Encourage businesses to use local food and produce

One way to convey the area’s local distinctiveness is through the use of local food and produce.   

It is important to recognise the local food and produce that is on offer in the area as well as to provide information about 
where it can be found.   This can be done in many ways including through accommodation providers who can incorporate 
such products in their breakfasts or welcome packs.  As well as benefiting suppliers, the use of local food will enable visitors 
to gain a greater awareness of what is on offer in the area and encourage them to try more products during their stay.

3.2 Ensure that local distinctiveness is conveyed wherever possible

In addition to food and drink there are many other ways that local distinctiveness can be conveyed.  These include through 
the area’s arts and crafts, local personalities and their stories, heritage and landscape.  It is important to identify exactly what 
these elements are in order to be able to use them effectively.

3.3 Encourage businesses to use these elements of local distinctiveness to increase the quality of 
visitor experience

Once the elements of local distinctiveness have been established it is important that they are communicated to visitors.  
Businesses can play an important role in this and should be encouraged and supported to do so.

4. Provide a supportive environment for businesses to work together, carry out sustainable actions and offer 
a high quality visitor experience

A quality visitor experience is important both in attracting new visitors as well as encouraging repeat visits.  Current 
satisfaction levels are high as is the likelihood of recommending a visit to others.  These levels should be maintained.  
Businesses play a vital role in the visitor experience and should be supported appropriately to continue to provide a high level 
of service and promote sustainable behaviour.

4.1 Support the development of Northumberland Encouraging Sustainable Tourism (NEST) 

A network with the common interest of sustainability will provide a greater opportunity for business to share ideas and 
experiences as well as provide an encouraging and motivating environment to operate in.  Linking up businesses within the 
AONB in this way also offers the chance to pool resources and organise member events such as training days.
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4.2 Continue to highlight the sustainable actions and achievements of businesses

Businesses are doing good work and it is important to recognise and celebrate this.  Highlighting businesses’ successes and 
the benefits of being sustainable is also a way to encourage further participation in such activities across the AONB.  

4.3 Provide businesses with the information and tools they need to communicate sustainability messages to 
visitors during their stay

Service providers can play a key role in promoting sustainability to visitors.  It is important that they have the information 
available to do this and are encouraged to do so.  Print and online materials as well as orientation and familiarisation days are 
potential ways to do this.

4.4 Continue to have representation on partnerships and associations

Representation is important for continued communication and partnership work.

4.5 Continue to work with partners to ensure that necessary visitor facilities and services are provided and 
well maintained

Appropriate facilities and services such as car park, toilets and signage are an important part of the visitor experience.  It is 
important that relevant partners understand what these are and why it is important to provide them.

5. Raise awareness of the AONB’s special features and the importance of protecting them

The primary purpose of the AONB’s designation is to conserve and enhance the natural beauty of the area and it is important 
that tourism activity fits within this remit.  The landscape itself is also one of the biggest draws and contributes greatly to why 
people wish to visit.  It is therefore important that the area and its special features are both recognised and looked after.

5.1 Communicate to visitors what the special features of the area are

The qualities that make the area unique include both the natural environment and its historical and cultural heritage.  In order 
to help protect the area’s special features it is important for visitors to know what they are.  Providing readily available and 
good quality information enables visitors to better understand the landscape and improves the quality of their experience.

5.2 Continue to provide information on good visitor behaviour

Good visitor behaviour is important not only to protect the area, but also to help reduce the negative effect that tourism may 
have on residents.  Problems including litter, livestock disturbance and dog fouling were identified by local businesses and 
can present a source of conflict if they are not managed.  It is therefore important that visitors understand what appropriate 
behaviour is in order to help mitigate this.

5.3 Support volunteer projects that contribute towards the protection of the area’s special features

It is vital that the special qualities of the area are conserved and enhanced for both visitors and residents to enjoy now as 
well as for years to come.  Volunteers can contribute greatly to this by sharing their time, knowledge and skills.  Without their 
support many tasks would not get done.  It is important that volunteers are supported to ensure that the valuable work that 
they carry out continues.
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5.4 Investigate introducing a visitor payback scheme 

Another way of contributing to the conservation of the area is through a visitor payback scheme.  However, the visitor survey 
showed limited willingness to make a donation to such a fund.  Those who were likely to contribute often qualified this with 
statements such as if it was for a specific cause or if they could see how the money was being spent.  In order to implement 
a successful scheme it is therefore important to explore the different causes it could support as well as the most effective 
means of encouraging and collecting contributions.

Q4. Do you agree with the five aims and the corresponding objectives and rationales?

Q5. Are there any aims or objectives missing that you think should be included?

Q6. Any other comments?
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4. Action Plan

The actions needed to meet the strategy’s aims and objectives are set out below.  The table also indicates:

• The level of priority for each action (high, medium or low)

• The partners responsible for implementing the action

• The financial resources needed to carry out each action (high, medium or low)

• The expected outcome for each action

Abbreviations used:

Partner Abbreviation

Accommodation Providers APs

Attractions As

Berwick Tourism Forum BTF

Cycle Pad CP

English Heritage EH

Local Communities LCs

National Trust NT

Natural England NE

Northumberland Coast Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty AONB

Northumberland County Council NCC

Northumberland Encouraging Sustainable Tourism NEST

Northumberland Tourism NOTO

Northumberland Wildlife Trust NWT

Parish Councils PCs

Seahouses Youth Project SYP

Service Providers SPs

Tourism Associations TAs

Tourist Information Centres TICs

Transport Providers TPs
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Aim 1:  Develop low impact products and 
encourage low impact activities

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

1.1 Develop and promote circular walking routes

• Develop five new downloadable self-guided 
circular walking trails

• Continue to provide leaflets detailing circular 
walks on the AONB website

 
• Provide links to other resources available on 

the AONB website

HIGH

HIGH

MED

AONB, NOTO

AONB, NOTO

AONB, NOTO

LOW

Staff time

Staff time

Five PDF/GPX files 
available

Availability on website

Links on website

1.2 Develop and promote circular cycling routes

•	 Create three new circular, family friendly cycle 
ride guides

 
• Continue to provide ‘Ride in a Day’ leaflets
 
• Provide links to the other resources available 

on the AONB website

HIGH

HIGH

MED

CP, NOTO

AONB, NOTO

AONB, NOTO

MED

Staff time

Staff time

Three PDF/GPX files 
available 

Availability on website

Links on website

1.3 Identify product development opportunities for 
the Coast Path and the Coast and Castles cycling 
route

• Identify accommodation providers willing to 
accept walkers, cyclists and one night stays

 

• Identify gaps in service provision and areas for 
development 

 
• Introduce a ‘Passport scheme’ for the Coast 

Path which will identify businesses linked to the 
route and encourage them to market 

      themselves and the route co-operatively
 
• Redraft the Northumberland Coast Path guide 

to include information about Passport scheme 
member businesses

 
• Support the development of a traffic free 

section on the NCN1 between Embleton and 
Beadnell

MED

MED

MED

MED

MED

NOTO

NCC, NOTO

AONB

AONB

NCC

Staff time

Staff time

Staff time/LOW

Staff time/LOW

HIGH

Providers identified 
and highlighted on 
NOTO database and 
website

Development plan

Passport produced, 
scheme implemented

Guide redrafted and 
printed accordingly

Traffic free route
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Aim 1:  Develop low impact products and encourage low 
impact activities

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

1.4 Support other low impact product development

•	 Investigate the products currently available and 
       identify three priority areas for development

• Develop five nature-based tourism itineraries that 
promote low impact, wildlife activities

• Continue to highlight low impact activities available 
on the AONB and NOTO website and in the AONB 
visitor guide

• Ensure businesses understand the range of low 
impact products available within the AONB and that 
they can communicate these to their guests

• Ensure that Beadnell launch facility (used for diving) 
is maintained

• Undertake a study to identify the capacity, number 
and types of accommodation provision within the 
AONB

LOW

MED

MED

MED

MED

HIGH

NCC, NT, 
NWT

NOTO, 
NWT

AONB, 
NOTO

AONB, 
TAs, NOTO, 
APs, NCC

NCC

AONB

Staff 
time

Staff 
time

Staff 
time

Staff 
time

MED

Staff 
time

Areas for development identified

Five itineraries produced

Information  accessible on the 
websites and included in the 
visitor guide

Low impact activities included in 
Sense of Place tool kit, wildlife 
itineraries are made available to 
businesses

Facility maintained

Document identifying gaps and 
oversupply of accommodation 
types to help inform future 
planning decisions

1.5 Promote the use of public transport to access the 
AONB and to travel around it

• Collate information about public transport 
such as bus routes and timetables into an 
accessible information pack that can be used by 
accommodation providers in the AONB

• Organisation familiarisation days to explain how 
public transport can be used to access places 
and activities in the AONB as well as encourage 
businesses to promote the use of it to their guests 

• Develop a higher level of integration between 
transport services that facilitates better use of the 
Passport and Discover ticket schemes 

• Continue to provide detailed information on public 
transport options on the AONB and NOTO website 
and in the AONB visitor guide

• Work with attractions and accommodation providers 
to ensure public transport options are included in 
‘getting here’ information on their websites and in 
promotional material

MED

MED

HIGH

MED

MED

AONB, 
NCC, TPs

AONB, 
NCC, TPs, 
TAs, As

TPs, NCC, 
As

AONB, 
NOTO

AONB, As, 
APs, NOTO

Staff 
time/
LOW

LOW

LOW

Staff 
time

Staff 
time

Information pack

Familiarisation days take place 
and are well attended

Greater discussion and co-operation 
between transport operators.  
Cross-ticketing and timetabling is 
considered in transport planning

Information on website and in
visitor guide

Public transport information on 
website and in other material

27



Aim 1:  Develop low impact products and encourage low 
impact activities

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

1.6 Encourage car free tourism in the AONB

•	 Identify a range of car free activities available within 
the AONB

•	 Promote these car free opportunities on the AONB 
and NOTO website and in the AONB visitor guide

•	 Work with service providers and TICs to enable them 
to promote relevant car free activities and itineraries 
to visitors 

•	 Promote Berwick as a hub for car free tourism and 
develop car free itineraries accordingly

MED

MED

MED

MED

ALL

AONB, 
NOTO

NCC, 
NOTO, 
APs, As, 
TICs

TICs, NCC, 
NOTO, BTF

LOW

LOW

Staff 
time/ 
LOW

MED

Consultation including ‘Tell us 
what you did on your car free 
day’ social media campaign

Car free activities are highlighted 
on the AONB website.   ‘Car 
free days’ section in the visitor 
guide

Location specific workshops are 
held with providers.  Providers’ 
websites and other promotional 
material includes information on 
public transport options

Berwick recognised as a base for 
exploring the AONB without a 
car, itineraries developed
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Aim 2: Promote the Northumberland Coast AONB 
as a year round destination to encourage more 
visits outside peak periods

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

2.1 Communicate the changing landscape that is 
on offer

• Identify the unique features and key seasonal 
draws that can be used to attract visitors at 

       different times during the year 

• Ensure that all publications reflect the diversity 
of the area and this range of seasonal things on 
offer

HIGH

HIGH

AONB, NCC, 
NOTO, NT, EH, 
NWT

ALL

LOW

Staff time

Consultation and 
document

Seasonal features 
highlighted on 
websites and in 
communications

2.2 Support the development of a year round 
programme of festivals and events

• Create an online centralised events calendar 
accessible by all partners that can be used to 
upload and download details of all events 

       taking place, aid advance planning and 
       minimise event dates clashing

• Include details of these events in the AONB 
visitor guide 

• Make sure events are promoted by the AONB 
and its partners

• Encourage businesses to develop new events 
to attract visitors out of the peak holiday season 
with a delegated grants scheme 

HIGH

HIGH

HIGH

HIGH

NOTO

AONB

ALL

AONB, TAs, 
As, NOTO, 
TICs, NCC

Staff time

Staff time

Staff time

Staff time/MED 

Calendar created and 
regularly updated by 
all partners

Calendar included in 
visitor guide

Details of events 
included in partners’ 
newsletters, social 
media updates and on 
display in TICs

Delegated grant 
scheme in place.  New 
events created and 
promoted
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Aim 2: Promote the Northumberland Coast AONB 
as a year round destination to encourage more 
visits outside peak periods

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

2.3 Promote the idea that the AONB can still be 
enjoyed in wet weather

• Present the idea that wet weather can be 
dramatic rather than dull and awful and that the 
coast can still be enjoyed in many ways even if 
it is wet, cold or windy

• Ensure information about indoor and wet 
weather activities is included on all partners’ 
websites and communications and is consistent 
with the message above

• Identify gaps and opportunities for 
development in terms of indoor and wet 
weather activities

• Through the planning process support the 
development of businesses that provide indoor 
and wet weather facilities

HIGH

HIGH

MED

MED

ALL

ALL

NCC, NOTO

AONB, NCC

Staff time

Staff time

Staff time

Staff time

Marketing material 
reflects this message

Information included 
on websites and in 
communications.  Wet 
weather activities 
searchable on NOTO 
database

Document

Planning policy in 
place
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Aim 2: Promote the Northumberland Coast AONB 
as a year round destination to encourage more 
visits outside peak periods

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

2.4 Encourage extended opening dates of 
attractions within the AONB to increase the 
year-round offer of things to do

• Work with attractions to extend their opening 
hours into March and November and to offer 
more seasonal events

• Work with partners to promote these extended 
visiting hours to encourage visits during this 
time

• Work with the participating attractions to 
monitor the number of visitors during this 
period

HIGH

HIGH

HIGH

NCC, As, TAs

NCC, As, TAs, 
NOTO, TICs, 
AONB

As, NCC, 
NOTO

Staff time

Staff time

Staff time

Opening hours are 
extended

Extended opening 
hours are publicised 
by partners

Data on visitor 
numbers is recorded

2.5 Investigate packaging up short breaks outside 
peak season

• Investigate examples of packages that have 
worked well in other locations in the UK

• Develop a database of activities and skills 
available within the AONB along with 
accommodation providers wishing to take part

• Work with Northumberland Tourism to promote 
and trial a selection of these

• Dependent on the outcome above offer a wider 
range of packaged up break options in the 
shoulder seasons

MED

MED

MED

MED

NCC

NOTO, NCC, 
TAs, As, APs

NOTO, NCC, 
TAs, As, APs

NOTO, NCC, 
TAs, As, APs

Staff time

Staff time/LOW

Staff time/LOW

Staff time/LOW

Document

Database created

Trial takes place

Range of packaged up 
break options available
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Aim 3: Encourage initiatives that highlight the local 
distinctiveness of the area and contribute towards a 
unique visitor experience

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

3.1 Encourage businesses to use local food and 
produce

• Hold a series of themed networking events 
to identify local food and produce which is 
available and link up locals suppliers with 
businesses 

• Include the importance of local food and 
produce in the Sense of Place tool kit and 
training 

• Develop a ‘Keep it in Northumberland’ 
campaign to encourage partners to use local 
food and produce

MED

HIGH

MED

NCC, NOTO, 
SPs

AONB

NCC, NOTO

MED

MED

MED

Networking events 
held, links established

Section on food and 
produce included in 
the tool kit

Campaign developed 
and implemented.  
Increase in number of 
businesses using local 
food and produce

3.2 Ensure that local distinctiveness is conveyed 
wherever possible

• Identify the elements of local distinctiveness on 
the Northumberland coast 

• Work with local businesses to encourage 
them to sell and promote items that are locally 
sourced and distinct to the area

• Encourage and promote festivals and events 
that celebrate these elements of local 
distinctiveness 

HIGH

LOW

MED

AONB, NCC, 
NOTO

NCC, TAs, APs, 
As

NCC, NOTO, 
AONB, TICs, 
As, TAs

LOW

Staff time

Staff time/LOW

Consultation and 
document

Increase in stock and 
sale of locally 
produced items

Festivals and events 
that reflect elements 
of local distinctiveness 
take place.  Partners 
actively promote these 
in their 
communications
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Aim 3: Encourage initiatives that highlight the local 
distinctiveness of the area and contribute towards a 
unique visitor experience

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

3.3 Encourage businesses to use these elements of 
local distinctiveness to increase the quality of visitor 
experience

• Create a Sense of Place tool kit to enable 
businesses to communicate what makes the 
area special and unique to their guests

• Update the AONB’s tourism group mailing list 
and work with Northumberland Tourism to 
distribute the tool kit to as many businesses as 
possible

• Provide Sense of Place training for tourism 
businesses

HIGH

HIGH

HIGH

AONB, NCC, 
NOTO

AONB, NOTO

AONB

MED

MED

MED

Consultations and tool 
kit produced.  Unique 
landscape is at the 
heart of the message 
being presented

Up-to-date mailing 
list created, tool kits 
distributed

Training carried out

Aim 4:  Provide a supportive environment for 
businesses to work together, carry out sustainable 
actions and offer a high quality visitor experience

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

4.1 Support the development of Northumberland 
Encouraging Sustainable Tourism (NEST)

• Re-establish NEST

• Secure funding for someone to co-ordinate the 
network

HIGH

HIGH

AONB, TAs

AONB, NCC, 
TICs

Staff time 

Staff time

Committee formed, 
terms of reference 
agreed

Funding application 
successful and co-
ordinator appointed
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Aim 4:  Provide a supportive environment for 
businesses to work together, carry out sustainable 
actions and offer a high quality visitor experience

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

4.2 Continue to highlight the sustainable actions 
and achievements of businesses

• Identify five AONB champions and promote 
their businesses and actions with profiles on 
the AONB website and in the AONB visitor 
guide

• Continue to hold an annual sustainable tourism 
forum

• Continue to celebrate local business’ 
achievements with bi-annual sustainable 
tourism awards

HIGH

HIGH

HIGH

AONB

AONB, NEST

AONB, NEST

Staff time

Staff time/LOW

Staff time/LOW

Website page 
created with the five 
champions highlighted.  
Champions’ profiles 
included in visitor 
guide

Sustainable tourism 
forum held

Awards given out
bi-annually

4.3 Provide businesses with the information and 
tools they need to communicate sustainability 
messages to visitors during their stay

• Ensure businesses have access to the Sense of 
Place toolkit 

• Identify at least three areas businesses require 
training in and hold three events per year 
relating to these training needs

HIGH

MED

AONB/NOTO

AONB, NCC, 
NEST, TAs

Staff time

MED

Tool kit distributed

At least three areas 
identified and three 
training events held 
and attended by 
businesses

4.4 Continue to have representation on 
partnerships and associations

• Continue to have a special interest member 
representing tourism businesses on the AONB 
Partnership 

• Continue to have AONB representation at 
       tourism association meetings

HIGH

HIGH

AONB

AONB

Staff time

Staff time

Partnership 
membership

AONB officer attends 
TA meetings
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Aim 4:  Provide a supportive environment for 
businesses to work together, carry out sustainable 
actions and offer a high quality visitor experience

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

4.5 Continue to work with partners to ensure that 
necessary visitor facilities and services are provided 
and well maintained

• Continue to work with partners to regularly 
review car parking facilities and address 
problems

• From the visitor survey results identify four 
key facilities within the AONB that need to 
be improved to increase the quality of visitor 
experience and work with NCC to carry out 
these improvements

• Encourage the use of the Tourism Statistics 
reporting system (T-Stats) to improve baseline 
figures and ease the monitoring of change

HIGH

MED

LOW

ALL

AONB, NCC

ALL

MED

MED-HIGH

Staff time

Regular 
communication 
amongst partners, 
problems addressed

Facilities identified and 
improvements carried 
out

Increased use of 
T-Stats by businesses, 
increase in number of 
baseline figures
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Aim 5: Raise awareness of the AONB’s special 
features and the importance of protecting them

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

5.1 Communicate to visitors what the special 
features of the area are

• Continue to use the NOTO, AONB and 
Our Coast, Our Sea website, Coastal Views 
e-newsletter and visitor guide to highlight the 
area’s special features

• Continue to sell a selection of guidebooks that 
highlight the AONB’s special features

• Continue to organise a programme of AONB 
specific guided walks, talks and events each 
year which give visitors the opportunity to learn 
more about the area and its features

• Improve the Our Coast, Our Sea website 
by increasing the range of downloadable 
resources available on it

• Raise the profile of the Our Coast, Our Sea 
website amongst education providers as well as 
tourism businesses to encourage educational 
visits based on the area’s special features

MED

MED

MED

LOW

LOW

AONB, NOTO

AONB

AONB

AONB

AONB, NCC, 
TAs

Staff time

Staff time

MED

MED

LOW

Information about 
the AONB’s special 
features is included

Guidebooks are 
available

Walks, talks and events 
take place

Five more 
downloadable 
resources are available

Site usage increases.  
Links are made 
between education 
providers and 
businesses

5.2 Continue to provide information on good visitor 
behaviour

• Continue to include information on good visitor 
behaviour on the AONB website and in the 
visitor guide and work with partners to ensure 
their messages are consistent with this

• Continue to promote appropriate behaviour 
amongst visitors with dogs by encouraging 
accommodation providers to offer dog packs 
in their properties and printing and distributing 
the ‘Taking your dog to the Coast’ information 
leaflet

• Continue to provide and publicise codes of 
conduct for activities on the Coast and ensure 
PDF versions of these are available on the 
AONB website

• Identify activity providers operating in the 
AONB and encourage them to sign up to these 
codes of conduct too

MED

MED

MED

HIGH

AONB/ALL

AONB, APs

AONB

AONB, NOTO

Staff time

LOW

LOW

Staff time

Information is available 
on website and in visitor 
guide.  Information from 
partners is consistent 
with this
Dog packs provided at 
accommodation, leaflet 
printed and available

Codes of conduct are 
formatted as PDFs and 
available to download

Providers sign up to 
Codes of Conduct
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Aim 5: Raise awareness of the AONB’s special 
features and the importance of protecting them

Priority Partner(s) Cost Outcome

5.3 Support volunteer projects that contribute 
towards the protection of the area’s special features

• Investigate the outcomes of the 
Northumberland coast volunteer summit

• According to the outcomes above seek funding 
for a volunteer project facilitator to co-ordinate 
volunteering along the coast

• Continue to support and liaise with partner 
organisations that host volunteers on the coast

• Continue to support the Young Rangers 
volunteer group

HIGH

HIGH

HIGH

HIGH

AONB

AONB

AONB + ALL

AONB, SYP

Staff time

Staff time

Staff time

Staff time/LOW

Document

Funding application

On-going 
communication

Young Ranger 
programme in place

5.4 Investigate introducing a visitor payback 
scheme

• Identify potential payback schemes that could 
be introduced

• Identify potential projects that could be 
supported by funds generated by a visitor 
payback scheme

•	 Hold consultations with local businesses 
to gauge levels of support for the different 
schemes and projects

• If considered appropriate implement a visitor 
payback scheme based on the outcomes of the 
above

MED

MED

MED

MED

AONB

AONB

AONB

AONB

Staff time

Staff time

Staff time

Staff time/LOW 

Document

Document

Consultation held and 
results recorded

Visitor payback 
scheme implemented

Q7. Do you agree with the actions proposed?

Q8. Are there any actions missing that you think should be included?

Q9. Any other comments?
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