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Background

Every weekend the natural beauty of Hamsterley Forest is a magnet for large numbers of recreational users from across the North East of England who come to enjoy the tranquil environment of the forest.

Nationally, over the past few years there has been a large increase in the popularity of cycling and mountain biking.  This has been reflected at Hamsterley Forest and elsewhere.  Unfortunately this has meant that existing cycle trails within the Forest are now in a desperate need of repair. There is the temptation for cyclists to use other recreational paths or develop ‘unofficial trails’ which can upset other users and damage the environment. Owing to the state of the trails many cyclists do not bother coming to Hamsterley and go elsewhere, particularly in the winter when the trails become muddy and unrideable.  

All existing cycle trails in the Forest start with a steep climb shortly after the Visitor Centre and this often puts off children and those new to cycling.  As a result families, children and recreational cyclists tend to use the Forest Drive along with walkers and, of course, motor vehicles, which can present a safety issue and is not ideal for either user.

In August 2003 a group of biking enthusiasts from all walks of life met to discuss two passions, cycling and Hamsterley Forest.  In particular they met to discuss how trails could be developed and improved within the Forest for the benefit of all users.  They called themselves Hamsterley Trail Blazers (HTB.) 

HTB would like to see cyclists drawn away from the Forest Drive by providing a core route on a flat gradient, through the Forest that would be easy and safe for children and families to use. They would like to see a Skills Area where children and those new to mountain biking could learn mountain biking skills.  They would like to see existing sustainable trails improved to provide good cycling routes.  In the long term, they would like to see an exciting range of new trails in the Forest that are attractive to ride and environmentally sustainable.

In conjunction with Forest Enterprise, HTB have put together a funding bid to develop this project and as part of this, it was agreed to carry out surveys of existing users to establish whether others would also support and welcome the scheme.  The following is the result of a first survey carried out over one weekend in winter 2004.  Another survey will be carried out during summer 2004.

Survey

On Saturday 7 and Sunday 8 February 2004, HTB interviewed 182 people from various recreational activity backgrounds including cyclists, walkers, horse riders, picnickers and users of the Adventure Playground. The survey was carried out at the Visitor Centre Car Park, the Grove Car Park and the Downhill Course.  The survey was carried out between 9.30am and 3.30pm.

The weather was bitterly cold, just above freezing, with sunshine, snow showers and torrential rain at times, but this did not appear to deter recreational users to the forest.

A second survey will be carried out in the summer to compare the volume of users during winter and summer.  Further surveys will be organised when the Phase I of the scheme has been operational for several months, to evaluate the success of the development. 

The survey started with a brief outline of the scheme and then asked the following questions:

· Gender?

· Age?

· Travelling time and distance?

· How often do you visit Hamsterley Forest?

· What recreational activities do you mainly participate in?

Cyclists only

· What routes do you use?

· Would you like to see all year round trails?

· Would you like to see trails for families and children?

· Would you like to see a Skills Area?

· Would you like to see a child specific Skills area?

· Would you like to see a North Shore area?

· Would you use a ‘ bike friendly café’ and spares shop

· What other facilities would you like to see in the forest for cyclists?

· Overall are you in favor of this project?

· Would you like to receive more information on HTB?

RESULTS OF SURVEY

1 Gender
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We found parties of male mountain bikers using the Forest. Families tended to participate in walking and using the Adventure Playground.
2. Age
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The main age group was between 18-40 year old. The majority of under 18’s were ‘Descend ‘ Downhill bikers at the other end of the forest.

3. Travelling time and distance
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The majority of users lived within an hour of the Forest.

4 Distance travelled
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Distance did not appear to be a problem for visitors with the majority of people who travelled more than 25 miles coming from the Tyne and Wear area with good communication routes.

5 How often do you visit the forest?
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Overall there is great variation in how often people use the Forest. Most use it from more than once a week to several times a year.

6 Recreational activities


[image: image6.wmf]Recreational Activities

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

MTB

DH 

Rec.Cycli

Cycle tour

Walking

Horse Rid

Nature

Pinic

Advent.Pl

Other

No. of people

Activities

Saturday

Sunday


The forest offers a wide variety of activities and we found the majority of people coming to the Forest participated in more than one activity. MTB (mountain biking) and walking were the more popular.

7. Cycle Routes


[image: image7.wmf]Cycle Routes

0

5

10

15

20

Blue 

Green 

Red

Black

DownHill

Own

Other

No. of riders

Routes

Saturday

Sunday


Mountain bikers tended to use all routes.  People admitted to cycling on some footpaths because they offered good quality riding. We found experienced riders used the Red and Black Route plus made their own routes through the forest, looking for more challenging riding.

8. All year round trails
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The majority of people wanted all year round rideable trails and a number of people commented that they would only come to the forest if it had not rained for a couple of days as the routes turn into mud baths. One person said he wished to see the routes left as they were as he enjoyed the mud.

9. Trails for families and children
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There was very strong support for an easy, family-friendly cycle route through the Forest.

10. Skills Area
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The majority of people were strongly in favour of a Skills Area so they could learn and practise mountain biking skills before going onto marked trails.

11. Child Specific Skills Area
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Many people commented that children do not like hills, but they do like to learn cycling ‘tricks’ or skills.  They also like to build confidence in riding a bike without adults constantly around them.

12. North Shore Area
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This is a new concept in mountain biking originating from Canada that is designed to overcome the problem of cycling over marshland.  It involves riding along elevated timber trails. People who disagreed with a North Shore area were mainly female. 

13. ‘Bike friendly’ Café and Spares Shop


[image: image13.wmf]Bike friendly Cafe & spares shop

0

10

20

30

40

Strongly Agree

Agree

No Opinion

Disagree

Strongly Disagre

No of people

Opinion

Saturday

Sunday


The majority of people would like to a ‘bike friendly café’ and a place to buy essential spares.  A ‘bike friendly’ café is one where you can sit, probably covered in mud (outside and/or inside) and watch your bike whilst enjoying a mug of tea or coffee and not worry your bike will be stolen or damaged. People pay thousands of pounds for their bikes and don’t want to loose them.

14. In favour of this project
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Virtually everyone was in favour of the project, with many requesting more information about Trailblazers.  Afew people had no opinion.  No-one disagreed with the project.  Many comments were made that it was good to see that we were looking after children and beginners in mounting biking and not just the ‘ hard core ‘ element.

15. What other facilities would you like to see in the forest to cater for cyclist?

We felt it important to obtain people’s opinion on what other facilities they would like to see in the Forest. We also asked non-cyclists this question and have included their comments below: The most popular suggestions were:

· bike wash

· changing rooms

· showers

· toilets at the Grove end 

· outdoor café 

· first aid post

· hard standing for car parking 

· information board at start of routes

· rest huts around trails 

· single track trails

· longer trails 

· more variation in trails, 

· bridges over rivers

· dual cross

· chairlift/ski lift (for Down Hill course)

Conclusion

There was overwhelming support and enthusiasm for the scheme amongst those interviewed.  The idea of a Skills Area and a family trail was particularly welcome.

HTB feel strongly that Hamsterley Forest could be made into a first class cycling venue for all abilities if the correct trails and Skills Area are provided. Many people would like to see all year round trails and are put off coming because the existing trails become muddy and unrideable in the winter.  HTB want to put into good repair those trails that look as though they are sustainable and have a long term future.  

The strong support in favour of family trails would indicate that the idea of an attractive, easy cycling trail that avoids hills and cars and on which children can learn to cycle with confidence, would be very favourably received.

There was also very strong support for the idea a Skills Area where people, particularly children, could learn and practise different biking skills.

There was also great interest in the idea of a North Shore area.  Surprisingly, this was not just from the younger generation, but from all ages.  North Shore does not need to be 2 metres off the ground and 30 cm wide, it can be 2 metres wide and 30 cm off the ground.

There was also great support for the provision of a ‘bike friendly’ and spares shop.
Different recreational forest users did not blame each other for using their paths/tracks but agreed, if possible, it would be better to segregate or zone usage so people could enjoy their day out without worrying about other users.

We feel the survey has confirmed our initial supposition, and reason for doing this work. We have gained great encouragement from the results of the survey, and shall continue to press for the development of Hamsterley Forest into a first class cycling venue.

Thank you to all who participated in the survey. 

Further Information

This survey was carried out and compiled by Hamsterley Trailblazers (HTB.)
If you would like further information on the survey please contact Andrew Samanjoul on 01325 252927, mobile  07719 818060 or samanjoul@ntlworld.com
If you would like to find out more about Hamsterley Trailblazers or find out when our next trail building event or cycle ride takes place, visit  www.hamsterley-trailblazers.co.uk 

Interviewers were Andrew Samanjoul, Vicky Chilcott, Ollie Graham, Bill Pike, Ian & Yvonne Robinson, Dave & Jill Church, Stu Parry (Rob Warner look alike), Mike (McCloud) Elstob and Michael Chilcott.  Many thanks also to Robin Lofthouse, Forest Ranger for help, shelter and a good stream of tea and coffee.

www.hamsterley-trailblazers.co.uk
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