
 
  

REPORT OF Planning and Economy Manager 

To: Community and Resources Committee 

Subject: Northam Burrows Visitor Centre 

Date: 2nd October 2019 Reference: Part 1 

 
 
 

PURPOSE OF REPORT:    To inform members about progress towards delivery of the new 
Northam Burrows Visitor Centre (providing details of the aims and objectives, business case, 
environmental and tourism benefits, targets, funding, spend to date and community support for the 
project) as requested by the Property and Major Projects Working Group on the 20th August 2019. 
 

 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
 Since 2015 the Council has been developing proposals for a new and improved Northam 

Burrows Visitor Centre.  The initial concept for a new centre was conceived as a result of 
visitor and community feed back that the offer of the current centre was limited and that 
users of the  Burrows would benefit from additional facilities and attraction as well as greater 
education about the importance of the environment. 

  
 

 
2. REPORT 

 
What is the aim of the project? 
 
We aim to increase and extend year-round nature-based tourism visits to a unique natural 
area through the development of a new interpretation centre and activity hub with marked 
trails, a programme of community-led bookable events and activities, improved links to 
neighbouring communities, and support for local businesses to benefit from new visitor 
markets. The project will benefit 180 local businesses, create 90 jobs and support 
construction-related jobs (equiv.15 person years). 
 
We will work closely with a range of key partners, including North Devon Coast AONB and 
North Devon UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, within which the site is located, Bideford CCT, 
Northam Town Council, Westward Ho! Business Association and North Devon +. 
 
What will the project do and how will it benefit the area? 
 
Northam Burrows is a unique coastal feature and Country Park, comprising 258 hectares of 
dunes/grassy coastal plain and salt marsh between the market town of Northam and the 
sea. Its seaward limit is marked by the nationally significant pebble ridge and Westward Ho! 
beach. The Burrows is a SSSI, lying within an AONB, a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve and 
on the South West Coast Path. 
 
This project will create a new interpretation centre and activity hub for nature-based tourism 
(tourism based upon viewing and experiencing the natural environment) within Northam 
Burrows for the benefit of the area on the footprint of an existing field centre, which has very 
limited and dated facilities. The new ‘Burrows Centre’ will provide: 
 



 
  

• Permanent and temporary exhibition space, with displays interpreting the important 
flora, fauna, geology and history of the area. 

• A new café with viewing areas.  
• A range of signed and interpreted trails e.g. nature, geology, WWII history. 
• Flexible space for community use, events, lectures, cultural performances.  
• Signed links to and from neighbouring communities (Westward Ho!, Appledore, 

Bideford), including travel plans for public transport links to Bideford and the railway 
station at Barnstaple. 

• Facilities for beach users. 
• Business support for existing and new-start tourism-related business to help them 

benefit from a new nature-based tourism proposition. 
• A part-time officer to develop the nature tourism market in partnership with AONB 

and Biosphere Reserve, recruit new volunteers, and community engagement. 
• A new programme and website for year-round bookable events and guided activities 

e.g. for wildlife/marine enthusiasts, bird watchers, walkers, cyclists. 
• Training for locals/young people to develop and run their own bookable activities.  
• Information desk and office space for the Country Park Ranger team. 

 Commercial space to let for related user groups and commercial catering / café 
concession for income generation. 

 
The proposed building is of innovative design incorporating a number of environmental 
technologies, including air-source heat pumps, high levels of insulated fabric, natural 
ventilation.  
 
The project is community-led, driven by feedback from visitors and close working with 
community representatives, businesses, the AONB Partnership, and has strong support from 
Bideford CCT and Westward Ho! Business Association.  
 
The project will benefit our coastal community by: 
• Increasing understanding and respect for the natural environment, whilst creating 

new economic and employment opportunities for the community.  
• Developing new year-round visitor markets.  
• Directly supporting local businesses to grow and assisting the community to develop 

bookable tourism experiences with new self-employment opportunities. 
• Developing a resource which residents can enjoy as well as visitors to enhance 

quality of life. 
• By playing a central role in the development and delivery of the project. 
 
A full Business Plan for the project is attached as Appendix 1.        
 
Why is the Burrows Centre needed? 
 
• The area is in great need of economic growth. Incomes are very low - in 2017 

Torridge average gross workplace pay was the second lowest in the UK (ASHE, 
2017). 

• Productivity is historically low, lower than neighbouring Cornwall, holding back 
employment/incomes – in 2010 estimated GVA/capita was only 53.8% of the UK 
average (CE/IER Estimates, 2010). 

• The community has great dependence upon tourism (recognised within the Northern 
Devon Economic Strategy) – there are few other employment opportunities within the 
coastal communities. 

• Yet tourism in the area has largely missed out on the ‘staycation effect’ and is in 
decline – while neighbouring North Devon has seen the value of overnight visits grow 
c. 1/3  since 2008, in Torridge it has fallen (TSWRC, 2016). 

• The Bideford CCT Economic Plan focuses on stimulating growth through the 
development of tourism and the visitor economy. 



 
  

• We know that nature-based tourism is a high value, growth visitor market and 
represents a great opportunity for the area – in Scotland, spending on nature-based 
activities is c.40% of all tourism spending (Scottish Natural Heritage 2010). 

• We also know that the high quality natural environment is the number one key 
attraction for visitors to the area (Northern Devon Visitor Survey, 2017) 

• Northam Burrows is an ideal focal point for developing nature-based tourism – it is a 
unique coastal/geological feature; an established Country Park (footfall 300,000p.a.); 
an important ecological site, a SSSI, a key site within the North Devon AONB and 
UNESCO Biosphere Reserve; has proximity to the internationally important Lundy 
Island (ferry links from Bideford) and England’s first Marine Nature Reserve and 
Marine Conservation Zone; boasts the district’s largest beach (Blue Flag Award) and 
lies on the South West Coast Path. 

• During the Summer season of 2019 staff at the existing Burrows Centre conducted a 
footfall survey.  Between May the 25th to September the 1st there were 6330 visitors 
to the centre. This does not include school visits and this year we have had 1173 
pupils so far and still have a few bookings to fulfil.  The existing field centre is 
outdated, in poor condition and unsuited as a modern visitor centre – visitor surveys 
show 35% wanted improved facilities. 

 
 
The many letters of support for the project that were received (including letters from Geoffrey 
Cox MP, Ward Member Cllr Laws and Royal North Devon Golf Club) are attached as 
Appendix 2.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Will the project create jobs? 
 
The Burrows Centre project is expected to support 180 businesses and lead to the creation 
of 90.25 jobs. 32.5 direct jobs through new staff within the café (12 FTE), the appointment of 



 
  

a part-time Project Officer (0.5) and new businesses started with the assistance of the 
project’s business support (20). These are expected to be permanent jobs.  
 
The Project Officer role will commence at the outset of the project to start to engage with the 
community and businesses as part of the market development work. The café jobs (12 FTE) 
would be created in time for the opening of the new Centre, and business start-ups following 
receipt of advice during the second year. 
 
A further 57.75 FTE indirect jobs within tourism-related businesses, as a consequence of 
new and extended visits to the area after 3 years of opening (i.e. by March 2024). This 
forecast is based upon projected increased visitors, average daily expenditure figures, 
assumptions around additional nights and day visits, and utilises VisitBritain accepted 
methodologies for projecting jobs as a consequence of raised visitor spend.  
 
Additionally, construction-related jobs will be supported during the build phase: the 
equivalent of 15 person years (estimate based upon Scottish Government Input-Output 
model coefficients and multipliers). 
 
 
Building Design 
 
Detailed Planning was granted for the new building in August 2018. 
 

 
 
 

 
Access and Flooding 
 
The new Burrows Centre is to be constructed upon the footprint of the existing building.  This 
is situated on the area of the Burrows highest above sea level. Analysis of the anticipated 



 
  

increase in sea level predicted over the next 100 years have been taken into account in the 
design of the new building. The floor level of the new facility will be approximately 300mm 
higher than the existing floor levels, thereby obviating the risks associated with any predicted 
increases. 
 
Coastal erosion is recognised as a threat to Northam Burrows in the Shoreline Management 
plan.  The plan predicts that in the worst case scenario coastal erosion will affect the site in 
approximately 50yrs to 85yrs if there is no management intervention 
 
It is also recognised that the access road to the Burrows Centre occasionally floods in the 
worst weather conditions and with the highest tides.  Records indicate that this is a relatively 
infrequent occurrence rendering the centre inaccessible by car for a few weeks of the year at 
most. 
 
After concern was expressed about access in such events at the recent Property and Major 
Projects Working Group a visit was organised to the Burrows to inspect accessibility on the 
1st October at 8am (High Tide).  Conditions were near their worst for flooding with a brisk on 
shore wind, the highest spring tides of the year, strong wave action topping the ridge and 
following a sustained period of heavy rainfall (Flood Warning active). 
 
As the photos show access was achieved by car (not off road vehicle) without concern but it 
is acknowledged that water levels in Sandymere lake were very high and there was a few 
inches of water covering the road on the lowest point at the bend before the car park. 
 
Modest improvements to the access road and parking area could further mitigate flood risk 
for those periods of the worst weather when accessibility is an issue.  
 

 
 
 



 
  

 
 
 
As you can see other parts of the Burrows were very wet indeed. 
 

 



 
  

 
 

3. IMPLICATIONS 
 
Legal Implications 
 
As the project is primarily aimed at enhancements to property owned by the District Council, 
advice from the Council's in-house Legal and Financial teams who have experience in State 
Aid has confirmed that State Aid does not apply for this project.  
The Council has received no funding in the last three years that was classed as State Aid.  
 
Financial Implications 
 
As contained in the report. 
   
Human Resources Implications 
 
The project will be delivered by the current in house teams working together across the 
various departments. 
In addition a part time Nature Tourism Officer Post will be created to ensure that the full 
Tourism benefits of the project and the Burrows as a whole are maximised 
 
Sustainability/Biodiversity Implications 
 
The project is being designed with the intention to achieve a BREEAM rating of Very Good. 
This is extremely difficult to obtain given the environmental constraints associated with this 
particular site and a rating of Good is therefore a more realistic expectation at this stage. 
 
Equality/Diversity 
 
In accordance with Council policy. 
 
Risk Management 
 



 
  

The building has been granted planning permission. 
 
A comprehensive risk management matrix was developed as a condition of the CCF Bid 
process. This is a live document that has been tracked and risks are being designed out or 
mitigated wherever possible. 
 
The costs included within the report for both Capital Construction and ongoing Revenue are 
the best estimates computed with information at the time of drafting the report.  Members 
should note that they are subject to change and in particular the necessary procurement 
processes. 
  
Compliance with Policies and Strategies 
 
As well as complete alignment with the Council’s strategic priority to develop and strong and 
prosperous economy, the project also supports: 
 
• Northern Devon Tourism Strategy 2018-22  – three key themes each supported by 

this project: (a) ‘developing the tourism product’, particularly linking with the high 
quality natural environment; (b) ‘engaging/connecting with visitors’; and (c) 
‘developing capacity and capabilities’ of the sector to take advantage of opportunities 
for growth.  

• Northern Devon Economic Strategy 2014-20 – recognises tourism as the main 
sector within coastal communities north of Bideford, upon which there is high 
dependency, characterised by highly seasonal low paid employment. This project 
specifically aligns with Priority P1B2: ‘development of coastal and harbourside 
infrastructure for tourism/leisure uses.’ 

• Heart of the South West (HOTSW) LEP Strategic Economic Plan 2014-30 – the 
high quality environment is recognised as a key economic driver and tourism as a 
transformational opportunity to deliver growth. This project supports each of three 
core aims: (a) ‘capitalising on our distinctive assets’ (local environmental assets); (b) 
‘creating the conditions for growth’ (investment in infrastructure); and (c) ‘maximising 
productivity and employment’ (encouraging longer and out of season visits to deliver 
growth and employment). 

• HOTSW Productivity Strategy 2018 – key themes are ‘inclusive growth for 
communities and places’ and ‘capitalising on our distinctive assets’, both of which are 
supported by this project. 

 
Data Protection (GDPR) Implications 
 
The project will be delivered in line with current policies. 
 
Climate Change 
 
The detailed design development is progressing with due consideration for climate change. 
As noted above the decision has already been taken to increase the floor level by 300mm 
and further consideration is being given to the potential to increase the thermal performance 
of the building and introduce renewable energy options where possible.  
We are attempting to future-proof the design as part of our robust review of anticipated use 
patterns for the premises. 
 
Ward Member and Lead Member Views 
  
While I am not familiar with the fine details of the project I am very supportive of the concept 
of creating a centre of excellence for environmental education within one of our most 
important environments.  I especially like the ambition in trying to make more of our 



 
  

environment in developing tourism in the area in a sustainable way. The additional facilities 
and café will be a real improvement to the current, unsuitable, Burrows Centre.  
 
Councillor Cottle-Hunkin 
 
 
Date of Consultation – 04/10/19 
 
 

4. CONCLUSIONS 
 
 

The Burrows Centre project is a fully funded proposal, with planning consent that represents 
the ambition of the District Council to both improve the economy of the area and educate 
people on conservation of the very special environment.   This point has been recognised by 
MHCLG who granted £1.2Million of Coastal Communities funding for its delivery. 
 
The project is widely supported by both the local business community and environmentalists. 
 
 
 

5. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 That members note the contents of the report and that further progress reports on the 

delivery of the new Burrows Centre are added to the forward plan. 
 
 

SUPPORTING INFORMATION 
 
 Consultations: Date of Consultation – 

Officers Consulted - 
 Contact Officer: Sean Kearney 

Adrian Redwood 

 Background Papers:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


