
Preventing and tackling mental ill health through green social prescribing: 

Webinar 14th October 2020 – write up 

 

Welcome and Introductions – James Sanderson, Director of Personalised Care, NHS 

England 

James Sanderson opened the webinar, emphasising the potential for this project to help develop 

green social prescribing. COVID-19 has heightened our awareness of the importance of accessing 

nature but also of the associated health inequality issues. Green social prescribing connects people 

to community-based activities much more effectively than ever before, and 4.5k link workers have 

been pledged to help progress the social prescribing agenda and therefore to help tackle health 

inequality. We have known for a long time that nature-based activities are beneficial to health and 

well-being, but the challenge is around connecting people for this and making sure it is universal and 

consistent. This project is an opportunity for communities to come together at local level to connect 

to national level, and we are very grateful for your interest. 

 

Overview of webinar – Nic Gitsham, Head of Social Prescribing, NHS England  

Nic explained the aim of the webinar, which was to provide an opportunity to meet the national 

leaders, to expand on our plans to going to scale across the country, and to answer questions. Nic 

outlined how the webinar will work and how questions should be asked and responded to. 

 

Overview of project – Kate Hall-Wright, Connecting People: Health, Wellbeing and Nature 

Lead, Defra  

• Kate is the Health and Well-being Lead at Defra but will be handing this role over to Helen 
Holmes shortly.  

• A third of people over 16 will experience a mental health issue and this has been 
exacerbated by Covid-19.  

• COVID-19 has highlighted importance of access but also the inequalities of access. 

• Green Social Prescribing can help to meet these challenges; social prescribing is rapidly 
gaining traction  

• Links with a range of wider government aims and priorities, including the 25 Year 
Environment Plan, DHSC’s Prevention Green Paper, and builds on wider cross-government 
commitment to transform mental health services and social prescribing, set out in the NHS 
Long Term Plan, and supports the work of the National Academy of Social Prescribing. 

• There are three key strands to the project: 
o Develop 4 local system pilots in a variety of locations across England, which have 

been disproportionately affected by COVID-19. This will establish the support and 
resource required to scale up green social prescribing in the locality and implement 
intervention(s) to increase referrals to nature-based activities. 

o Conduct national experimental work to understand where and why there is 
potential for rapid growth, and what intervention systems are needed to wrap 
around, support and enable scaling up. 

o Conduct ongoing evaluation of the local and national action to understand and 
robustly evidence effectiveness and impact. 



 
• We are aiming to scale up green social prescribing in four local sites, understand system 

enablers and barriers to the transformation of service provision through green social 
prescribing, and to provide recommendations, next steps and costs for scaling up green 
social prescribing across England 

• We are working in a new way across government – bringing together partners to deliver 
(Defra, Natural England, NHS England, Department of Health and Social Care, Ministry of 
Housing Communities and Local Government, Public Health England), and with advisory 
support from other organisations e.g. Department of Culture Media and Sport.  

• The project’s Senior Responsible Officer (SRO) is in DHSC but the Project Manager is in Defra, 
reflecting our cross-governmental ways of working.  

• We are also working with local partners, and we engaged with a coalition of system 
representatives to design the bid.  

• 60 representatives from a range of sectors attended our Leadership Community event in 
January, and we now want to re-establish and widen this group to add an extra layer of 
advisory support alongside formal governance 

 

Test and learn sites – Susanne Cox, Senior Manager Personalised Care, NHS England 

 

Overview 

• We have funding for four test and learn sites or pilot sites across England.  

• We are using the terms ‘test and learn sites’ or ‘pilot sites’ interchangeably, to reflect the 
fact that we want it to be a collaborative approach bringing the sites together at national 
and local partnership level.  

• We are aiming to understand through these pilots what we need to do to systematically 
embed green social prescribing.  

• There are key examples of where social prescribing is working well already but we want to 
expand this to green social prescribing and mental health specifically.  

• Great examples include Mental Health Concern in Newcastle which has an active health and 
wellbeing programme, Creative Minds which is part of South Yorkshire Partnership 
Foundation Trust and supports people to access community based activities, and the 
Rotherham social prescribing scheme, commissioned by CCG to explore how social 
prescribing can support discharge from secondary mental healthcare.  

• We want to build and learn from these examples and investigate how we take them to next 
level by making systematic change at scale and to bring about sustainable change.  

• The letter setting out the call for Expressions of Interest (EOIs) went out to ICS and STP leads 
but we recognise that EOIs will be developed in partnership with e.g. Voluntary and 
Community Sector, Natural Environment sector, Local Authorities, Public Health teams etc.  

• We are looking for multi-system engagement at local and national level 
 

Application process  

• Information and the EOI application form on the gov.uk website: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/green-social-prescribing-call-for-expressions-
of-interest/green-social-prescribing-call-for-expressions-of-interest  

• The EOI opened on 5th October and closes 23rd October. The full application stage: 2nd 
November-20th November and the virtual assessment day: 11th December 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/green-social-prescribing-call-for-expressions-of-interest/green-social-prescribing-call-for-expressions-of-interest
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/green-social-prescribing-call-for-expressions-of-interest/green-social-prescribing-call-for-expressions-of-interest


• We recognise that the timescale is tight: it was planned so we can begin planning early in 
January before formal project start-up in April 2021.  

• We expect to longlist 10-12 EOIs, who will be asked to submit full applications. We will then 
select 6-8 of these for the assessment day, and then the 4 sites will be selected.  

• We are asking that interested organisations contact Natural England at 
NE.greensocialprescribing@naturalengland.org.uk  

• We will then connect them up to their ICS/ STP. We are doing it this way to streamline the 
process and avoid local ICS/STP leads becoming overwhelmed. 

 
Assessment  

• We are particularly interested in sites that have been disproportionately affected by COVID-
19 

• We are looking for a range of different types of sites.  

• We are looking for ambitious applications targeted at disadvantaged communities, that will 
help support the levelling up agenda.  

• Any size and scale considered but we are looking for value for money.  

• EOI applications will be assessed against the following criteria: 
o demonstrates a clear understanding of the project brief (weighting 25%) 
o clear explanation of how the project will help to address health inequalities and 

support Covid-19 affected populations (weighting 25%) 
o evidence of a whole system and partnership approach to project implementation 

(weighting 25%) 
o relevant experience and ability to deliver (weighting 25%) 

 
Support  

• There will be devolved responsibility and decision making at a local level. 

• We have costed the pilots based on £500,000 being available over a two-year period for 
each site but this is an estimate rather than a final figure.  

• We will expect the funding to be used to recruit a local project manager, to bring in 
expertise e.g. backfilling mental health trust representative, social prescribing experts etc.  

• We also expect some of the budget to be used to support local initiatives, such as the 
production of local tools and resources or whatever project site deems appropriate for 
addressing barriers, and to further support and develop green social prescribing activity 
being delivered within each local site.  

• Each pilot site will be supported by the overarching project team at national level 

 
Outputs  

• These will include local specific plans, implementation of interventions, and rich learning 
across four sites and shared more broadly 

• There will also be a formal evaluation process through Defra which pilot sites will be 
expected to participate in.  

• There will be larger scale work which pilot sites will need to feed into.  

• Our overall aim is for a much larger scale roll-out, so we want to be clear how we can 
systematically embed this 
 

 

 

mailto:NE.greensocialprescribing@naturalengland.org.uk


Q&A 

How do voluntary organisations know which ICS/STPs are applying?  

We strongly encourage environmental organisations to become part of the applicant partnership, but 

they will need to collaborate within their sector prior to approaching their local ICS with a co-ordinated 

and joined-up offer. To facilitate this collaboration you are asked to contact Natural England at 

NE.greensocialprescribing@naturalengland.org.uk 

 

Where is the information on gov.uk? 

This is at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/green-social-prescribing-call-for-

expressions-of-interest/green-social-prescribing-call-for-expressions-of-interest#expression-of-

interest-for-local-test-and-learn-sites 

 

Is there a template for the EOI/Where is the template on gov.uk? 

Yes, there is a template available here: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/green-social-

prescribing-call-for-expressions-of-interest 

 

Is there a word count for the EOI? 

Yes, and this is detailed on the template on gov.uk here: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/green-social-prescribing-call-for-expressions-of-

interest 

 

Does word count include references? 

No, references can be additional. 

 

Can STP/ICS leads submit more than one EOI?  

We will accept as many applications through an ICS as the ICS signs off on. All applications have to be 

coordinated, submitted, and signed off through ICS for us to consider them, but we will consider as 

many applications as the ICS wants to submit. 

 

What are some examples of system barriers to green social prescribing? 

Our emerging understanding of the system-level barriers to green social prescribing becoming a 

widespread practice are:  

1. limited and patchy service provision reducing access to and awareness of green space 

programmes 

2. disjointed and unclear funding flows 
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3. cultural acceptance among GPs, medics and the public and  

4. robust evidence that resonates with clinicians and that could support a national level 

business case for increased investment.   

 

What input would be required from natural environment organisations in terms of EOI? What would 

we need to provide to ICS/STPs? 

At the EOI stage, input will be limited to expressing an interest in being involved and having an initial 

conversation with your ICS/ STP if they decide to submit an EOI. If you are interested in being 

involved, please contact Natural England at NE.greensocialprescribing@naturalengland.org.uk who 

will share your detail with the relevant ICS/STP. 

 

The Natural Environment sector can input in several ways including but not limited to, 

- acting in an advisory capacity to the partnership and assisting in the mapping of local 
provision  

- providing access to green space for GSP activities and interventions to be delivered 
- offering GSP services which the partnership could commission  

 

How clearly defined does the target population/ geography needs to be in the EOI? Can we have a 

process through which we refine and identify at full application stage?  

We are looking for a description of the population in your area as a whole and a picture of the 

demographics, including deprivation levels, age, gender, ethnicity etc. As we are working at the 

national level, we won’t know this level of detail so need to understand your local population. This 

may be taken from your Joint Strategic Needs Assessment, Health and Wellbeing Strategy or local 

health profiles. If you progress to the full application stage, there will be an opportunity to further 

detail and refine this information. 

 

Our area doesn’t have the highest number of cases of COVID-19, but other aspects of the area such 

as high unemployment, youth mental health etc. means that we are severely affected by COVID-19. 

Are you only considering areas with a high number of COVID-19 cases?  

We are not just looking at the number of cases in an area but are looking more broadly to 

understand the impact and plans for recovery from Covid-19. We are interested in wider 

determinants e.g. housing conditions, mental health, employment and in communities who might be 

affected disproportionately.  

Public Health England reports give more information on and this can be found here: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-review-of-disparities-in-risks-and-outcomes  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file

/892376/COVID_stakeholder_engagement_synthesis_beyond_the_data.pdf  

https://publichealthmatters.blog.gov.uk/2020/09/09/mental-health-and-wellbeing-in-the-time-of-

coronavirus-tracking-the-impact/ 
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If a voluntary sector organisation isn’t within the green sector, but carries out related work such as 

adult education with work in green spaces, can it get involved? 

Yes, we are looking for a range of organisations to get involved. The project is focused on embedding 

green social prescribing at a public health, primary care, and community mental health level.  

 

What is the definition of a ‘nature based’ organisation?  

Any organisation with a central focus on the natural environment could be considered a nature- 

based organisation. However, we do not want to exclude organisations which do not fall into this 

category. Where partnerships already exist around social prescribing and mental health, we would 

encourage you to feed into discussion around EOI because we recognise the importance of 

contributions from a range of sectors which may not be primarily nature-based, e.g. voluntary 

provider of education. 

 

Does an EOI need to cover the whole ICS?  

No, it doesn’t have to cover the whole of the ICS 

 

Is there a social prescribing lead in each ICS/ STP?  

There is unlikely to be a specified lead within each ICS/ STP, although most ICS/ STPs have a lead for 

personalised care.  

 

Can blue spaces such as coastal areas be a part of green social prescribing? 

Yes, we consider blue spaces in scope of green social prescribing 

 

Is the project aimed at all ages?  

Yes, we are looking to improve mental health and tackle COVID-19 impacts across the full range of 

ages. 

 

Will VCSEs funding be ringfenced?  

All project funding is ring-fenced and will flow to the CCG which will be the host organisation for 

each pilot site. The funding will be ringfenced within the CCG for this project. We are in the process 

of thinking through practicalities of how we set this up e.g. via an MOU. In terms of onward use of 

the funding, the local partnership will determine this. It may flow to existing green social prescribing 

providers, or for use on specific tools/ resources. 

 

Will environmental organisations not involved in the EOI process be able to get involved with test 

and learn sites once these are selected? 



If you are not successful in becoming one of the four ‘test and learn’ sites, there may be other 
opportunities for you to get involved in this project, through the evaluation or national experimental 
work. We will contact those who applied but were unsuccessful with other wider opportunities at a 
later stage in the application process.  
 

Will funding flow through the local CCGs? 

Yes 

 

Can we provide supporting document alongside the EOI e.g. if we already have a document outlining 

our plans which cover this? 

No. There is a strict word count. Any additional information will be neither reviewed or assessed. 

 

We have urban and rural areas within ICS, should we cover both or focus on one? 

That is a decision for the local partnership to make. It is possible to submit more than one 

application within an ICS/STP area. 

 

Can you extend your EOI over more than one ICS? 

Yes, this is possible, the ‘footprint’ of the EOI is for local determination. 

 

How does/will green social prescribing (and this pilot) distinguish between the "lighter 

touch"/universal activities in nature Vs those that offer a more targeted (and even clinical, in some 

cases) approach? Which will be prioritised? 

We are looking for pilots that consider both a preventative and more targeted approach to 

supporting people’s mental health through social prescribing. 

 

Will there be opportunities for natural environment organisations to engage with the four test and 

learn areas once they're chosen, or do they have to be named at the EOI stage? 

ICS/STPs are required to submit an EOI in partnership. Each pilot team is expected to have natural 

environment, public health and NHS representation as a minimum. There will be further 

opportunities to link-up with ICS/STPs at both the detailed application stage and following the 

appointment of the four successful test and learn sites. 

 

Is managing air pollution in scope? 

No, this is not in scope for this project. 

 

 



Useful Links 

 

To find out more about Social Prescribing https://www.england.nhs.uk/personalisedcare/social-

prescribing/  

 

If you have a query about Green Social Prescribing, please 

email  england.greensocialprescribing@nhs.net or NE.greensocialprescribing@naturalengland.org.uk 

 

For further information and access to the  EOI template - 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/green-social-prescribing-call-for-expressions-of-

interest  

 

Mental health links mentioned by Susanne 

Mental Health Concern, Newcastle http://www.mentalhealthconcern.org/our-services/community-

services/ 

 

South West Yorkshire Partnership NHS Foundation Trust 

https://www.southwestyorkshire.nhs.uk/creative-minds/home/ 

 

Rotherham Doncaster & South Humber NHS Foundation Trust https://www.rdash.nhs.uk/42152/ 

 

Public Health links mentioned by Aimee 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-review-of-disparities-in-risks-and-outcomes  

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file

/892376/COVID_stakeholder_engagement_synthesis_beyond_the_data.pdf  

 

https://publichealthmatters.blog.gov.uk/2020/09/09/mental-health-and-wellbeing-in-the-time-of-

coronavirus-tracking-the-impact/ 
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