


Building Leeds’ VCSE and grassroots organisations’
capacity to connect with, use and nurture the city’s
park

Love Leeds Parks (LLP) has supported Leeds’ VCSE and grassroots organisations to
care for the parks that are most in need of nurturing. It has done this by:

« Gaining vital new funds for Leeds and redirecting them to places most in need of
financial support.

« Connecting with and supporting VCSE and grassroots organisations to make best
use of those funds in their communities and places.

There was a lot that was successful about the LLP approach to building capacity,
including the consultation process, the activity grant allocation process, and the
individualised support offered which was built on two-way trust. This has already led
to some positive local impacts across the six parks, increased capacity within the
VCSE sector to use parks as community assets, and started the process of
developing new ways of working to support communities to use their parks in the
future.

Gaining vital new funds for Leeds

Love Leeds Parks (LLP) was established as an independent charity in 2021. It evolved
from the Leeds Parks Fund (managed by Leeds Community Foundation and Leeds
City Council (LCC)) to support the City’s ambitions around increased use of its parks
alongside testing opportunities to develop a sustainable funding model for park
management.

In 2022, Love Leeds Parks secured £249,995 of National Lottery Heritage Fund
funding for Leeds. LLP’s innovative approach directed financial and non-financial
support to groups in Leeds who were able to use the funds to best effect in the ways
and places they were most needed. For example, they distributed Community Park
Activity Grants (CPAG) of £30,000 to six parks across Leeds. These were chosen as
places that had enough capacity to be able to take some action quickly, but that
needed support with developing and strengthening their capacity for park
stewardship.

“1t's unusual to get this sort of
funding, where we’ve been able to
redirect some of the funds to
grassroots groups who then have

impact in their communities.”

“The [NLHF grant] was new
money to Leeds. If nothing

else, that's significant in its
own right”

LLP Trustee interview
LLP Trustee interview

This was particularly important funding at a time when Leeds City Council (LCC) and
other resources to manage the City’s parks and public green spaces are stretched,
and many parks are considered depleted.




Supporting VCSE and grassroots organisations in
their places: activating the sector

Underpinning the success of LLP was their approach to reach out to VCSE and
grassroots organisations that already have influence and reach into communities of
Leeds as well as some capacity to be able to mobilise quickly, and then support them
to build capacity in ways suited to their needs and places.

‘[LLP’s] galvanising work with anchor organisations — delivered by the
community outreach worker — has been much more effective than
working with individuals and volunteers had been. Those guys [the

anchor organisations] have lots of good ideas and can get on and do

stuff! This is about sectoral change, [in this way] we've played our role
in activating the sector’

LLP Trustee interview

The consultation

Between Spring 2023 and Summer 2024, LLP facilitated an extensive consultation
process to hear from residents, communities and groups in the neighbourhoods
around the six parks and direct funds most effectively. A mixture of accessible online
and face to face listening events were held in community spaces:

« 130 events partnering with over 125 community groups and organisations
« Number of people joining face to face events: 1,271

« Number of people contributing online: 179

« Total number of people engaged: 1,450

Not only did the consultation reach people who might not typically engage with such
processes, by connecting with grassroots organisations in places, it also captured
communities’ views on their individual parks and raised awareness of the spaces.

‘The consultation was actually
useful. I've been to plenty where ‘It worked well to have LLP lead on the
you just know nothing is going to consultation. We wouldn’t have been able to
happen, but this one helped me have a community consultation of this scale
think about what we could do in because of resource constraints. And we

the park ourselves.’ wouldn’t have had such a significant response.
There's a lot of useful learning there about
Activity grantee interview what people want, even if we can’t act on

everything because of limits to resources. It
means the grants were given in the right
places.’

Leeds City Council interview



This engaging, VCSE led approach to consultation has resulted in some vital learning
for the city around how people connect with and view their parks as community assets
with spaces to connect with neighbours, spend time in nature, and support good
health and wellbeing. The learning helped LLP to direct funding and support to places
and groups who could lead projects that increase access to parks by diverse
communities and groups, and develop local connections between organisations to
tackle shared or place-based issues and challenges.

‘The community outreach approach to
consultation allowed us to reach a broader
audience and quickly build an invested
network which we could then invite to
apply for community grants programme.
Consultation approach nicely
complimented rather than replicated the
council's own park consultations.’

‘Not many people round here have gardens
and people avoid going to the park on their
own, or even with their mates... they're
worried about crime. There's a real issue with
people never going outside, not getting a
chance to be active outside, get some air. We
don’t have direct contact with the council, |
Survey response wouldn’t know where to start, and we can’t do
everything ourselves but [the LLP grant and
support] helped us get in touch [with LCC and
other local groups] so we didn’t have to do

everything.’
Grantee interview

The Community Park Activity Grant: a well-designed
process leading to positive local impacts

The activity grant allocation process was seen as proportionate, manageable and
appropriate for the capacity of the grassroots organisations involved. Grants were
relatively small and flexible, and delivery partners/grant recipients said they felt this
helped them to build their own skills around applying for and managing a grant,
especially where people had not applied for grants of this nature before.

‘It [the activity grant
application process] has
given the Friends of Group

‘This was the first time
I've applied for a grant... |
found the process
straightforward’

more confidence to seek
other grants to deliver
further events’

‘[Applying for the grant was] easy enough. I've not
done anything like this before. | wouldn’t have [applied
for the grant] if it had been complicated and so the

events wouldn’t have happened’

Feedback from activity grant recipient interviews



As well as the grant application process being straightforward, recipients said they
felt they were able to manage the grant itself and felt supported and trusted to deliver
the projects or events, even where there had to be changes to plans.

‘The Community Officer's approach to the grants process was a success,
as grassroots groups required extra support when applying and this
opened up funds to those not usually able to apply (due to
skillset/capacity).’

Survey response

Because the grant offered unrestricted funds, the LLP approach meant grant
recipients were able to focus on project delivery in their communities and test
innovative ideas, rather than, for example, spend more time on reporting or grant
administration. For example, one activity grant recipient said in an interview:

‘| apply for lots of grants, and I'm used to having to do loads of reporting that
sometimes detracts from the project you're trying to deliver. One of the great
things about this [Love Leeds Park] grant was that we were trusted to do what
we said we would do. They got in touch with us about the grant in the first
place, and they liked our ideas for raising awareness of the park so it felt like as

long as we did what we said we would they would be happy. They were there to
answer questions we had and were really helpful, so it was a kind of two-way
process. We had to report of course, but it was proportionate, and they trusted
us which meant we spent more time on delivery.’

Similarly, another grant recipient with experience of applying for and managing grants
said in an interview:

"We wanted to just try some things out, like taking the people who use
our centre outside. I've noticed the park is empty, even like just after
school pick up when it should be full. People are scared to go to the
park on their own. Some have experienced abuse in the past. So we
thought a picnic would be a good thing to try. If the grant form had

been difficult like most are, | wouldn’t have had time to complete it for a

one-off event like this.’

Identifying and reaching out to those groups who know their places and communities
but would also benefit from support and capacity building in this way, led to some
clear, positive hyper local impacts (see Box 1) such as the forming of new
connections and relationships between different grassroots organisations in places,
increased opportunities for communities to use the parks in ways that support health
and wellbeing, and parks being seen as accessible community assets for use by

different groups.



Importantly, in this sense, LLP grantees become delivery partners with key roles as
local anchor organisations and advocates for the parks. The LLP project as a whole
enabled greater connection between communities and Leeds City Council to extend
opportunities for park improvements.

‘We were approached directly
‘They [LLP] were able to connect with groups in by Love Leeds Parks. We’'d only
ways we [LCC] can’t really. We just don’t have just set up the friends of group,

the resources or mechanisms to consult and and | hadn’t even thought about
engage with communities in the same way. It's funding. [The project officer]
been good where we have worked together, like was really helpful. She gave

on the parks’ quality assessments, and Love guidance where needed but also

Leeds Parks has been there to help us connect just let us get on with it.’
with people who know the parks and we’ve
brought in conservation expertise.’

Friends Of group interview

Leeds City Council Interview

Box 1: Five positive local impacts for parks and
communities

1.Increased awareness of parks
2.Parks are cared for, nurtured and used as community assets

3.Reduced social isolation and more opportunities for inclusion

4.Increased opportunities for outdoor activities and access to green
spaces contributing to good health and wellbeing

5.Community building, better local connections and increased
capacity for stewardship of the parks in future

Individualised support based on trust

In addition to the trust being built through the straightforward grant process, Activity
grant recipients reported feeling supported to develop their own and their groups’
capacity to deliver projects in the parks. The role of the LLP Community Engagement
Officer was important here with interviewees and survey respondents alike reporting
that the support had been relevant for them and their individual projects:

‘It was good to have help completing the [Leeds City
Council] risk assessment. We wouldn’t have been able to put
the event on otherwise, but now | know what to do’

‘We were trusted to make
decisions about what
would work for our

group’

e were approached directly. We'd only just set
up the friends of group, and | hadn’t even thought
about funding. [The project officer] was really

helpful. She gave guidance where needed but also
just let us get on with it.’




The LLP approach meant there was capacity building around developing leadership
and supporting good governance relating to park spaces. Connections were also
established between groups using the parks in different ways - such as sports clubs,
schools or community groups getting into the parks who had not previously thought
of parks as spaces they could use for activities. This increased collaboration between
groups which amplified impacts and led to new connections.

‘When we received a second grant, it meant we could
build on what we’d already done. We'd been through
the process before so it was easier with the council
this time. And working with the bowling club has

been really good. The park doesn’t have facilities, so
they have opened up for events. We wouldn’t have
been able to do anything otherwise. It's a win-win for Survey response
them too, because they have more people interested
in the bowling and have put on some taster sessions
since. We're just keeping things simple and seeing
what works to get people into the park.’

‘We now link with [other
groups] to offer events in
the local park.’

‘[The best thing about the project
was...] bringing together groups
and individuals around all the parks,
as they have discovered each other
and now network and arrange
activities together.’

Activity grant recipient interview

Survey response

It's clear, that this combination of gaining new funds for use in Leeds’ parks, listening
to local people and groups, directing funds to parks in most need, and supporting
grassroots and VCSE organisations has led to important hyper local impacts.

Box 2: Love Leeds Parks activities across six parks

Delivery partners who received Community Park Activity Grants and support delivered
a wide range of activities designed to meet local needs.

Burley Park:
« Planting day, three community picnics, guided walks, therapeutic art sessions,
yoga classes
« 327 participants, 146 volunteer hours

Harehills Park:
« Dance and art workshops or health and wellbeing, family events, community
sports, guided creative walks
« 317 participants, 109 volunteer hours

Wortley Recreational Grounds:
« Planting and community events, wreathmaking, fun run
« 187 participants, 93 volunteer hours




The Rein Seacroft:

« Dance and art workshops, community festival

« 460 participants, 120 volunteer hours

Stanningley Park:

« Zumba, family events, planting and volunteering

« 324 participants, 144 volunteer hours

Hunslet Moor:
. Litter picking, guided creative walks, community events, roller skating, football
« 432 participants, 203 volunteer hours
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