
 

 

Prosperous Overview and Scrutiny Committee -  
Wednesday 19 October 2022 

 

Delivering a Future Vision for the Countryside Estate 
 

Recommendation 
 

I recommend that the Committee: 
 

a. Considers and provides comments upon the draft delivery plan for the 
countryside estate in advance of a recommendation to County Council 

Cabinet. 
 

Local Members Interest  

NA 
 

Report of Cllr Victoria Wilson, Cabinet Member for Communities 
and Culture 

 
Summary 

 
What is the Select Committee being asked to do and why? 
 

Following the Committee’s previous consideration and support of revised 
outline proposals for the countryside estate, the Committee is now asked 

to consider and comment upon a more detailed vision and delivery plan.  
 

Report 
 

Report Summary 
 

1. In February 2022, the Committee considered a revised proposal for the 

management of the countryside estate. Recognising the significantly 
changed context following the pandemic and with a major focus on 

climate change and nature recovery, the revised proposal was to retain 
the management of the estate in-house and to focus on maximising the 

benefits it delivers across the Council’s strategic priorities.  
 

2. As requested by the Committee, this report presents a more detailed 
vision and delivery plan for the in-house management of the estate. 
Given financial constraints, the proposals seek to make best use of 

existing resource and to utilise opportunities to recover costs and 
generate income plus secure external funding and support to deliver the 

outcomes wherever possible. Business cases for additional investment 
will be developed as required. 



 

 

Background 
 

3. Staffordshire County Council owns a large countryside estate of around 
2,280 hectares, including six country parks, nine picnic sites and three 

greenways. This paper focuses on the management of this estate going 
forward; the paper does not include management of public rights of way, 

which are a separate issue with different requirements. 
 
4. In February 2022, Prosperous Staffordshire Scrutiny Committee 

considered a paper proposing a revised vision for the countryside estate. 
Previous proposals agreed by Cabinet in 2019 had been to explore 

transferring management of the estate to external bodies. However, with 
the significantly changed context since 2019, including recovery from the 

pandemic and a renewed focus on climate change and nature recovery, 
the revised proposal was for an in-house model which sought to 

maximise the benefits the estate offers to Staffordshire’s communities, 
visitors and environment.  

 

5. In February 2022, the Committee resolved: (a) That the report be 
received and noted. (b) That the revised Future Vision for the County 

Council’s Countryside Estate be supported. (c) That consideration be 
given to the inclusion of reference to habitats and wildlife in the Vision to 

re-enforce the work already undertaken in the Staffordshire Nature 
Recovery Declaration. (d) That a further report enabling pre-decision 

scrutiny of future investment proposals for Staffordshire’s Country Parks 
be brought to the Committee for consideration, at the appropriate time.  

 

6. This paper sets out the revised vision and delivery plan for scrutiny ahead 
of a Cabinet decision and your comments will inform the Cabinet Report.  

 
A new vision for Staffordshire’s Countryside Estate 

 
7. Our new vision for the countryside estate is to provide accessible and 

inclusive natural greenspace for communities and visitors, actively 
supporting health and wellbeing. The estate will showcase the Council’s 
work to tackle climate change, support nature recovery and celebrate 

our heritage, with the needs of conservation and recreation carefully 
balanced. Managed by the County Council and supported by community 

volunteers, the estate will provide opportunities for learning and 
enjoyment, and provide business opportunities that enhance the visitor 

experience and contribute to sustainable site management.   
 

8. This new vision for the countryside estate will support the County 
Council’s overall vision for an innovative, ambitious and sustainable 

https://moderngov.staffordshire.gov.uk/documents/s159564/Countryside%20Estate%20Review.pdf


 

county, where everyone has the opportunity to prosper, be healthy and 

happy. The proposals are framed around the Council’s priorities. 
 

9. The following plan sets out how the countryside estate will meet the 
council’s priorities, the actions to be taken and how performance will be 

monitored. It includes both short-medium term actions, plus longer-term 
aspirations to work towards.  

 
Supporting Staffordshire’s Economy 

 

10. There is potential, notably at the larger country parks, to improve the park 
offer to visitors through an enhanced catering offer and activities, which 

in turn presents opportunities for local businesses. At Chasewater, a 
feasibility study is currently underway to explore wider development 

opportunities. Some sites have further potential for business units, and 
lease of areas / buildings to support activities which complement the site 

and current provision. The sites would also benefit from a promotion plan 
to raise awareness of what is available, link to the Enjoy Staffordshire 
website and make connections to local businesses that complement the 

parks offer. 
 

11. In the longer term, the aspiration would be to significantly enhance 
facilities at the main sites. Cannock Chase is a key destination within a 

nationally significant protected landscape; however, the current facilities 
are outdated and unable to cope with the increasing visitor numbers. In 

the short term, better use will be made of what is currently available, but 
in the longer term a new café and visitor centre complex will be required 
which will require significant external investment. At Chasewater, the 

feasibility study being produced will identify the more significant 
investment needs for this site. There are opportunities at the smaller 

country parks to enhance the visitor experience, at a scale appropriate to 
each site. 

 
12. At all sites, the aim is to improve the visitor experience in ways that work 

in harmony with the environment, to support economic development and 
to generate income which can be reinvested in the management and 
operation of the countryside estate for the community.  

 
13. There are also opportunities for the estate to support new entrants to the 

environment sector, addressing significant skills shortages. This could 
include linking with local colleges and universities, and / or seeking 

external funding for traineeships. 
 

14. The table below sets out the key actions for supporting the economy: 
 

Priority 1: Support Staffordshire’s economy to grow, generating more 
and better-paid jobs 



 

Action Locations Time 
scale 

Investment 
requirements 

KPI 

Enhance catering 
offers at country 
parks 

Main country 
parks 

2022-5 Will generally 
be built into 
contracts; 
some 
infrastructure 
investment 
may be 
required – to 
be confirmed 

New facilities 
in place; 
customer 
feedback; 
social value; 
income to 
reinvest in 
site 
management 

Explore increased 
provision of 
business units and 
business 
opportunities that 
link to the Park offer 

Chasewater 
and Cannock 
Chase; 
possible 
limited 
opportunities 
at other 
sites 

2023-5 To be 
confirmed – 
external 
funding may 
be required 

Businesses 
operating; 
new start-
ups; income 
to reinvest 
in site 
management 

Parks Promotion 
Plan – improved 
website, social 
media and 
promotion of parks 
offer, including 
linking with local 
businesses and 
cultural industries 
that complement 
the offer. Leaflets 
and site signage. 

All 2022-5  Current 
budget and 
external 
funding bids 

Web site and 
social media 
data – 
followers / 
visits / likes 
/ shares 

Placements and 
traineeships to 
support growth of 
green sector and 
address skills 
shortages 

All 2023 
ongoing 

Explore links 
with colleges; 
these would 
not generally 
be paid 
placements. 
Seek external 
funding for 
traineeships. 

Placements 
supported 

Major 
redevelopment of 
café and visitor 
centre facilities at 
Marquis Drive 

Cannock 
Chase 

Long 
term 
plan - 
2025 
onwards 

Subject to 
availability of 
external 
funding 

New facility 
in place  

Expansion of 
facilities at 
Chasewater 

Chasewater 2024 
onwards 

Subject to 
availability of 
external 
funding 

New facilities 
in place 

 



 

 

15. Case Study: Countryside Explorer – in 2019 monies from car park 
charges on the parks were used to lever in funding from the Rural 

Development Programme for England (RDPE) and Community 
Infrastructure Levy (CIL) funding from Lichfield District Council. This 

supported the Countryside Explorer project, which has delivered new 
children’s play areas at Cannock Chase and Chasewater, a Chase2Water 

trail linking Cannock Chase and Chasewater, outdoor gym equipment, new 
information and interpretation on site and at the visitor centres, and a 
new heritage trail at Greenway Bank. This is a good example of how the 

parks offer can be enhanced by using monies recovered from the site to 
secure additional external investment. 

 
Climate change, environment and sustainability 

 
16. The countryside estate already makes a significant contribution to the 

Council’s environmental ambitions. Its natural habitats absorb and store 
carbon, help natural flood management and support a wide range of 
plants and animals. Nearly 60% of the estate is designated and 

protected as Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI), and much of 
Cannock Chase Country Park is also designated as a Special Area of 

Conservation (SAC) marking its international significance. Cannock 
Chase also lies within the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, a 

nationally significant protected landscape. The estate supports rare and 
protected species, some of which require targeted conservation efforts.  

 
17. There is an ongoing need to manage and enhance wildlife habitats for 

their biodiversity and to enhance the role they can play in tackling and 

adapting to climate change. Currently the service receives grants 
through the Countryside Stewardship Scheme to help support 

management of areas that are SSSI. Other grant funding is available to 
support tree planting and targeted species recovery work. The service 

works in partnership with other organisations where appropriate to share 
knowledge and operate at landscape scale. 

 
18. The estate will make a key contribution to wider initiatives including the 

Local Nature Recovery Strategy, which will be developed over the 

coming years to identify priority locations for nature conservation and 
expansion across Staffordshire and Stoke. The estate will also contribute 

to the Carbon Zero by Nature programme, which is exploring how we 
can sequester carbon to achieve Staffordshire County Council’s net zero 

target, by using natural habitats such as woodland creation and peatland 
restoration to lock up carbon. 

 
19. As part of the climate change action plan, the service is also exploring 

greening the service by moving to electric vehicles and equipment, or 



 

HVO fuel where electric is not possible. Electric charging points could 

also be provided at the busier sites and there is scope to promote 
positive behaviour change through events and activities.  Consideration 

of how the sites can be managed to adapt to climate change is also 
underway, e.g. greater provision of shade in picnic areas to cope with 

hotter temperatures.  
 

20. The following table sets out the actions in relation to environment and 
sustainability: 

 
Priority 2: Tackle climate change, enhance our environment, and make 
Staffordshire more sustainable  

Action Locations Time 
scale 

Investment 
requirements 

KPI 

Increase carbon 
sequestration to help 
meet net zero through 
tree planting and 
habitat enhancement 

Minor tree 
planting on 
most sites; 
woodland 
creation at 
Deep Hayes 
CP; wetland 
/ peat 
restoration 
at Cannock 
Chase 

Ongoing External 
funding via 
woodland 
grant scheme 
etc. 

Trees 
planted; 
carbon 
sequestered 

Support nature recovery 
through habitat 
enhancement linked to 
Local Nature Recovery 
Strategy (LNRS) 

Habitat 
enhancement 
at all sites; 
Management 
of protected 
features at 
Cannock 
Chase, 
Chasewater 
and Apedale; 
river 
restoration 
and 
woodland 
creation at 
Deep Hayes 

Ongoing Funding via 
grants for 
SSSIs, S106 / 
CIL / 
biodiversity 
net gain 
funding 

SSSI in 
favourable 
condition; 
hectares of 
habitat 
restored 

Targeted species 
recovery work linked to 
LNRS 

Country 
parks  

Ongoing Existing 
resources / 
grants 

Species 
abundance / 
range 

Promotion, education 
and behaviour change – 
events and activities to 
raise awareness of 
climate change & nature 

Country 
Parks 
 
(tree 
giveaways, 
wildlife web 

Ongoing Climate 
Change fund 

Participation 



 

recovery and what 
people can do 

cams, guided 
walks etc) 

Greening the 
countryside service 
(also acts as promotion) 
– electric / HVO vehicles 
and equipment, 
renewable building 
technologies installed; 
adaptation measures 
developed 

All 2022-4 Climate 
change fund / 
external 
funding for 
additional 
resource 
requirements 

Carbon 
reduction 

 
 

Health, wellbeing and community involvement: 

 
21. Numerous studies evidence the benefits of spending time in natural 

greenspace to people’s health and wellbeing. Staffordshire’s countryside 
estate already plays an important role in providing accessible greenspace 

and a range of healthy activities such as health walks, park runs, etc. As 
part of the new vision, there is real scope to increase health, wellbeing, 

community and cultural outcomes. 
 

22. This section includes actions linked directly to health, such as exploring 

green / social prescribing, health walks, activity promotion etc. However, 
it also includes our volunteering offer and how this can be expanded to 

benefit participants through both physical activity but also social inclusion 
and reducing isolation. Linking activities to interests such as wildlife, 

heritage and the arts can help us reach audiences for whom physical 
activity may not be the main attraction. This section also includes action 

to reduce barriers to access, both physically and also other barriers such 
as safety or cultural aspects that may prevent some people gaining the 
benefits their local greenspace can provide. 

 
23. Community involvement is critical to the success of the countryside estate. 

Volunteers already play a key role in supporting management and 
conservation, but there is scope to expand the volunteer offer to provide 

a range of experiences. A supporter scheme is also proposed for those 
wishing to find out more about the sites and support their management.  

 
24. The following table includes actions for health, wellbeing and community 

involvement. 

 
 

Priority 3: Encourage good health and wellbeing, resilience and 
independence. 

Action Locations Time 
scale 

Investment 
requirements 

KPI 



 

Develop a Healthy Parks 
Programme to include 
health walks, mindfulness 
walks, activity promotion, 
outdoor gyms, etc. and 
explore social prescribing 
models. Link to Better 
Health Staffordshire plus 
groups already linked to 
sites for addiction 
recovery, mental health 
support etc. to expand 
offer. 

Main 
country 
parks / all 
sites as 
appropriate 

2022 
onwards 

Explore 
potential 
health and 
sports funding 

Participants 
/ activities 
 
Health 
outcomes 
for specific 
projects 

Undertake a programme 
of site improvement to 
improve accessibility and 
reduce barriers to use, 
including access for all 
facilities, dementia-
friendly status etc. Ensure 
improved promotion of 
information about site 
accessibility and the site 
offer is available to target 
audiences. 

All sites 2022 
onwards 

Some funding 
already 
available for 
Chasewater; 
significant 
funding 
requirement - 
explore 
external 
funding via 
S106, CIL, 
AONB, public 
health, lottery 
etc.  

Visitor 
surveys 

Provide an enhanced 
community / cultural / 
arts offer including 
through volunteers and 
through externally funded 
programmes. 

All sites 2023 
onwards 

Existing 
resources / 
volunteer 
support / 
external 
funding 
requirement 

Participants 
/ activities 
delivered 

Develop Volunteer 
Strategy and expand the 
volunteer programme to 
include volunteer wardens 
for key sites and broader 
volunteering to include 
conservation work, litter 
patrols, visitor welcome, 
fire watch, health walk 
leaders, guided walk 
leaders. 

All sites 2023 
onwards 

Existing 
resources / 
volunteer 
support. 

Volunteer 
hours 

Support Friends Groups 
and develop a Parks 
Supporter Scheme. 

Main 
country 
parks 

2023 
onwards 

Existing 
resources 

Number of 
supporters 

 



 

Transport and Digital 

 
25. The Countryside Service currently utilises its expertise to support issues 

of deer interacting with highways. The Deer Safety Project has been 
running for several years, working with leading experts to test deterrent 

devices to reduce vehicle collisions. Countryside Officers also deal with 
dead and injured deer on the highway to ensure safety of road users. This 

work will continue as the deer population expands in the county. 
 
26. This section also includes management of the three greenways which 

provide multi-user routes, and connections to the wider highway and 
rights of way network from the parks. There is potential to provide EV 

charging points at busier country parks to support greening.  
 

27. Digital infrastructure is a major constraint at some sites, impacting on 
both SCC operations but also on the ability to provide up to date services 

to visitors who now expect good connectivity at key sites. Cannock Chase 
is a priority due to the number of staff and visitors affected by the 
currently extremely poor connectivity. 

 
28. The following table sets out the actions for transport and digital 

connectivity:  
 

 
Priority 4: Fix more roads, and improve transport and digital connections  
Action Locations Time 

scale 
Investment 
requirements 

KPI 

Continue to support 
Highways with deer–
vehicle collision reduction 
and management – deer 
safety project and 
emergency response work 

Notably 
Cannock 
Chase 
area 

Ongoing Existing 
resources 

Number of 
collisions 

Support sustainability 
through provision of EV 
charging at key park 
locations 

Main 
country 
parks 

2023-5 Climate 
change fund / 
business 
investment 

Charging 
points / use 
/carbon 
saving 

Manage greenways and 
rights of way across parks 
to provide leisure and 
utility routes 

3 
greenways 
/ all sites 

Ongoing Existing 
resources / 
S106 / CIL / 
bid for LTP 
funds 

Issues 
reported 

Enhance digital 
connectivity at Cannock 
Chase CP and potentially 
other main parks to 
enhance both staff 
operational efficiency and 

Cannock 
Chase / 
main 
parks 

2022 New fibre 
connection – 
some budget 
available 

Connectivity 
improved 



 

support improved visitor 
facilities and connectivity 

 

 
Best start 

 
29. Access and proximity to greenspace has been shown to have positive 

benefits for pregnancy outcomes and early years development, 
establishing positive behaviours that are likely to continue throughout life. 

Some links have already been made using country parks as locations for 
activities linked to early years and working with vulnerable families. There 
is great scope to expand this role further. 

 
30. Some sites currently support outdoor learning centres, forest schools and 

other learning activities for children. There is scope to further develop this, 
expanding to other sites and also working with schools and providers to 

develop holiday activities, junior ranger events etc.  
 

31. The following table sets out the priority actions to support offering young 
people the best start in life: 

 

 
Priority 5: Offer every Staffordshire child and young person the best start 
in life, and the chance to achieve their potential. 
Action Locations Time 

scale 
Investment 
requirements 

KPI 

Develop a programme 
with family support 
teams, including walks, 
events and activities. 
Link to Holiday Activities 
and Food programme 
providers.  

Main country 
parks 

2023 
onwards 

Seek external 
funding and 
sponsorship as 
required  

Number of 
participants 

Support and expand 
outdoor learning, forest 
schools etc. 

Main country 
parks 

Ongoing n/a Participants 

Work with providers to 
develop activities for 
children and young 
people – junior ranger 
sessions, orienteering 
etc. 

Main country 
parks 

2024 
onwards 

Seek external 
funding as 
required 

Participants 

 
 



 

 

 
 

Key Priorities  
 

32. The key priorities from the above programme for the next 6-12 months 
are: 

 
a. Enhanced catering offers at main country parks 
b. Complete feasibility study for Chasewater Country Park 

c. Extension of pay and display to the north of the county 
d. Parks Promotion Plan – online presence and welcome signs / 

orientation 
e. Nature recovery work for designated sites and target species, and 

planning work for woodland creation for net zero 
f. Greening the service – electric / HVO vehicles, charging points etc. 

g. Sustainability promotion and behaviour change 
h. Commence development of Healthy Parks Programme and deliver 

Wayfinding Project at Cannock Chase (partnership scheme funded by 

Sport England) 
i. Access audits and work to enhance access where funds currently 

available – bid for further funding 
j. Develop volunteer strategy and recruit additional volunteers 

k. Deliver fibre broadband to Cannock Chase CP 
l. Deer safety project and callout 

 
 

Financial Impact 

 
33. There are no MTFS commitments linked to these proposals. The MTFS 

commitment of £496,000 has been met through the restructure of the 
Environment and Countryside Service, completed in 2022. 

 
34. Given the pressures on Council budgets, no additional funding from 

internal budgets is being requested at this stage. Instead, it is proposed 
that the new vision for the countryside estate will be resourced by: 
 

a. Securing grants and external funding. – Existing grants are already 
received via Countryside Stewardship for habitat management, 

and targeted grants for species recovery work. There are further 
opportunities through lottery, AONB, rural development, levelling 

up and other sources. Availability of funds may impact on delivery 
of some actions, but some are scalable to resources available 

meaning that progress can be made in many areas. 
b. Developer contributions – funds have been secured for several 

sites where nearby developments will significantly increase footfall 



 

on country parks and where this may have an impact on the site’s 

environmental quality or infrastructure, including at Chasewater 
and Apedale Country Parks. For Cannock Chase, Cabinet has 

previously agreed a significant programme of protection measures 
funded by developer contributions which will help manage 

increasing visitor pressure on protected habitats resulting from an 
increased population.  

c. Income from leases, licences and concessions which complement 
the park offer – e.g. cafes and catering, use of buildings and 
facilities. It is essential that income generated on the sites is 

retained by the service and reinvested in site management and 
operation. 

d. Costs recovered through pay & display car parking – the Countryside 
Act enables local authorities to charge for car parking at country 

parks. It requires that any surplus funds be ring fenced to be 
reinvested in the management of the park. Pay & display already 

operates successfully at Chasewater Country Park and at two 
locations on Cannock Chase. It is proposed that the existing and 
established pay and display approach be extended to five sites in 

the north of the county over the next two years, and at further 
locations on Cannock Chase in line with the previously agreed 

Cannock Chase protection programme.  
e. Donations, supporter scheme, crowd funding and sponsorship – 

there may be opportunities through the supporter scheme and by 
linking with local communities and businesses to raise funds to 

support particular park improvements.  
 

35. Should additional SCC funding be required for specific larger-scale 

projects, a business case proposal will be developed and considered 
through the appropriate processes under the scheme of delegation. This 

is likely to be required for improvements at Cannock Chase and 
Chasewater Country Parks. 

 
 

Community Impact Assessment 
 

36. The Community Impact Assessment for the new vision for the 

countryside estate has been updated and can be viewed in appendix 1. 
The proposals represent a positive impact since they seek to enhance the 

ability for all members of the community to gain the benefits of access 
to natural greenspace and to protect and enhance the environment.  

 
37. To implement these improvements however, there is a need to recover 

costs through extending pay and display parking to additional sites. 
Recognising current cost of living pressures for many service users, a 

range of measures have been identified to reduce impacts, including: 



 

 

a. Meters will not be installed at new sites until after the current 
winter period when people’s household costs may be high; 

b. Charges at new sites will be phased in, with an initial voluntary 
period for a few months; 

c. Charges at existing sites will remain at the current rate until April 
2024. These are modest charges (£1 for up to 2 hours; £3 per day 

and £36 for an annual permit) and compare favourably with other 
countryside locations in the area which can charge £3 up to an 
hour and £8 per day; 

d. An annual permit will be available for use at all SCC countryside 
sites which significantly reduces the cost (to less than 10 pence 

per day) for people using the sites regularly. 
 

38. Annual permits for those who regularly volunteer at the sites and 
members of the supporter scheme are also being explored.  

 
39. It is important to note that the costs recovered through parking charges 

will enable better management of the car park facilities and investment 

in the management of the sites, including making them more accessible 
for all abilities, caring for wildlife and heritage and improving the visitor 

experience. 
 

Conclusion and recommendation 
 

40. The revised vision and delivery plan sets out how the in-house model 
would contribute broadly across the Council’s strategic priorities, 
maximising the benefits of the countryside estate to our communities 

and environment. If supported by the Committee and approved by 
Cabinet, this proposal would supersede the 2019 decision. 

 
41. It is recommended that the Committee considers and provides comments 

upon the vision and delivery plan for the countryside estate in advance 
of a recommendation to County Council Cabinet. 

  
Scheme of delegation 
 

42. Should the proposal be agreed by Cabinet, operational decisions on 
significant funding bids and implementing car parking charges at specific 

sites would be made by the Director for Economy, Infrastructure and 
Skills in consultation with the lead Cabinet Member and local members 

as appropriate. 
 

Next Steps 
 



 

43. Following consideration by the Committee, proposals will be presented 

to Cabinet noting any feedback through the scrutiny process. 
 

List of Background Documents/Appendices:  
 

Appendix 1 – Community Impact Assessment 
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Telephone No.:  01785 276047  
E-Mail Address:  sarah.bentley@staffordshire.gov.uk   

 

 

mailto:sarah.bentley@staffordshire.gov.uk

