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How to increase inclusion of black and 
ethnic minorities in greenspace work 
 
Notes from training by the Black Environment Network 
23/11/04 
 
 
Definition of Ethnic Minority – for these purposes, black and ethnic minority 
refers to any minority group regardless of colour. 
 
Background 
 
To date there has been very little greenspace activity with ethnic minority groups in 
Scotland – case studies include The Hidden Gardens, BTCV’s Environments for All 
and a programme for refugees and asylum seekers which included work with the 
Edinburgh Green Belt Trust. 
 
At the same time, there is a disproportionate number of people from ethnic minorities 
living in deprived urban areas, which by association, have poor quality greenspace. 
 
 
Case Study 1 – Refugee visits to Cashel Farm 
 
This initiative involved East European refugees from a rural environment who were 
housed in tower blocks in Glasgow city centre and suffering various levels of mental 
distress. In conjunction with BTCV Scotland and BEN, a volunteering day was 
organised at Cashel Farm on the edge of Loch Lomond, run by a voluntary 
association. This was attended by ten of the refugees – all men.  
 
The men were all from a farming background and for the first time since their arrival 
in the country were able to do work with which  they were familiar – gradually the 
numbers attending the Saturday sessions grew until at one point 150 refugees 
arrived to  volunteer, including women, children and young people. 
 
The benefits for all existing and new volunteers alike were extensive as knowledge 
and experience flowed in all directions - for example two forestry workers from 
amongst the volunteer refugees were able to share their knowledge with BTCV’s 
volunteers. 
 
Asked how they would like to contribute, the volunteers decided to plant trees at the 
farm.  On many of them they attached notes in dedication to their homeland and the 
trials and horrors they had been through. By planting something living, for many this 
provided a subtle way of helping to resolve some of their more difficult emotional 
issues. 
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In turn, as schoolchildren and other groups visited the farm, these same notes 
provided an education in their own right, opening up doors to learn about other 
countries and the plight of refugees worldwide.  
 
 
 
The creation and management of open spaces brings people 

from many different walks of life together, on an equal 
platform. 

 
 
Case Study 2 – Edinburgh Green Belt Trust and 
familiarisation visits 
 
Over the past five years, EGBT has giving presentations to ethnic minority groups to 
explain their work and greenspace. During this time it was suggested that many 
people would benefit from supported trips to different greenspace areas.  
 
In the first year, two to three trips were arranged and gradually this grew until in 2004 
thirteen trips in total were arranged and the project has developed as a whole. Days 
out include visits to different country parks and greenspace environments and now 
include a half day from an ‘expert’ to teach the visitors about the environment they 
are visiting. Sessions include guided walks from Countryside Rangers, learning about 
plants and herbs.  
 
For many, these visits have broken down the barriers to visiting areas that are 
unknown, and they are now confident about visiting these same spaces on their own 
initiative.  This has been encouraged where possible by ensuring participants use 
public transport for their return journey, in so doing making sure they are familiar with 
and confident with the transport system. 
 
Ongoing consultation with the groups has now led to the idea for a small cultural 
festival bringing different people together in a greenspace environment. This is likely 
to include a fun and educational component with activities such as mini beats hunting 
and pond dipping.  
 
Success stories?  
 
A trip to a country park gave one lady the confidence to return there in the following 
weeks with her grandchildren – the first time she had taken them to such an area.  
 
Another group were so inspired by their visit they went on to develop their own 
garden.  
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What opportunities exist to promote ethnic minority 
inclusion within greenspace organisations? 
 
 Volunteering – sustained and regular 
 Creating links between groups 
 Capacity building 
 Promote work more widely 
 Involvement in events/activities 
 Transfer skills from part to present/future projects 
 Inspiration/information fro people to develop their own ideas 

 
 
Challenges 
 

1. Building trust 
2. Creating cohesion 
3. Promoting active representation 
4. Identifying groups 
5. Identifying needs 
6. Staff resources 
7. Language (translation) 
8. Sustainability 

 
NB. Local culture (e.g. affinity to Glasgow) is often more important to an 
individual than identification with an ethnic minority.  
 
 
So how can we overcome the challenges to meet the 
opportunities? 
 
1. Building trust 
 
Unfortunately for some groups there exists a scepticism over the intentions of 
another organisation and therefore mistrust. Start with an easy group first – one 
which is amenable and has ideas.  
 
Ways you can counter any mistrust include: 
 
a. Listen to their needs and see whether what you can offer meets these needs 
 
b. Provide the contact details of another group you have worked with so they can 
      speak to them informally 
 
c. Make sure the initial project you identify is SMALL and DELIVERABLE QUICKLY 
      (too many projects take too long to deliver and therefore enthusiasm and 
      motivation is lost and scepticism increases) 
 
d. Build on the success of the first, small project to develop larger scale ideas if  
      required and encourage further ideas.  
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2. Creating cohesion 
 
This comes with time, clear explanation of your role and the build up of trust. 
 
 
3. Active representation 
 
a. Go with an open attitude and always be prepared to learn 
 
b. Encourage the nomination of individuals to work on the project 
 
N.B. A representative doesn’t need to be of an ethnic minority to liaise with BME 
groups – in fact in some ways this is a disadvantage. Rather it is important to go in 
with the right approach of mutual cooperation and benefit. 
 
 
4. Identifying groups 
 
a. Ask others in the network if they have been working with groups in their area – 

often one group will have an association with another in a different city.  
 
b. Target groups/projects that fit, for example some groups, particularly associations 

don’t actually do anything, they are simply a way of bringing people together. 
Don’t try and invent the wheel from scratch! 

 
c. Identify two people in the group to work with as minimum and introduce another 

from your organisation so that there can always be continuity. 
 
d. There are many ways of identifying groups. Some of the following organisations 

can help : 
 
 BEN 
 Library 
 Local authority 
 Community health 
 SCVO 
 GCVS – Glasgow Council for Voluntary Services (or equivalent) 
 Racial Equality Council 
 BEEMIS  
 CEMVO (Council for ethnic minority voluntary organisations) 
 Places of worship * often very good source of assistance 
 Housing organisations 
 Scottish Refugee Council 

 
You can also take part in BME community events where you have an ‘in’ 
 
BEEMIS, BEN and SCVO good starting points 
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4b. How to make contact 
 

a. Make a phone call first rather than putting anything in writing 
 
b. Then send a letter 

 
c. Ask for a meeting  

 
d. Research whether the group is working with any other similar organisations 

 
e. Explain what you do and what you can offer 

 
f. Listen to their needs and see if there is a match i.e. enter into a two way 

dialogue over what would work for both parties 
 
g. DO NOT raise expectations 

 
 
5. Identifying needs 
 

a. Ask what kind of projects would be suitable for the group in question – 
remember to start small. 

 
b. Identify a small project that is deliverable QUICKLY 

 
c. Plan together 

 
d. Identify roles, responsibilities and expectations and make clear the extent of 

your involvement for this project and ongoing (i.e. its limitations) 
 

e. Work with other organisations so there is no overlap 
 
 
6. Staff resources 
 
As always, when staff are thin on the ground, finding time to actively approach new 
groups is difficult. Get staff together in your organisation and agree the gaps in the 
groups you are reaching and a way forward – i.e. if you have the backing of 
everybody it will be easier to schedule time to allow you to approach new groups.  
 
 
6b. Funding 
 

a. Approach funders and explain that your project may take longer than usual, 
possibly with smaller numbers but the outcomes will be worthwhile. I 

 
b. If funding is not possible through the BME Group or your organisation, BEN 

can help by drawing down funds on the projects behalf.  
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7. Language 
 
Opinion is mixed on whether literature and promotional material should be in different 
languages. Some see English as a barrier  - one example was quoted at a park in 
Glasgow where people from BME groups regularly have ‘illegal’ b-b-q’s and picnics 
without realising the potential damage of what they are doing.  It was felt in this 
instance that leaflets explaining where such activities could take place, in their own 
language, would be helpful.  
 
Others feel that using one common language is more practical, particularly with the 
cost of running off different versions of materials. 
 
However, if you do feel it would be useful to have multi-language versions, then ask 
your local groups for assistance in translating rather than paying expensive 
translation fees.  
 
 
8. Sustainability 
 

a. Find out about other projects and share information 
 
b. Implement planning and evaluation framework  - from this get feedback 

 
 
c. Promote the group project to group members and the local community as well 

as local media e.g. newsletters, posters, open events – keep everyone 
informed at all stages 

 
d. Acknowledge the group and the individuals concerned (with their agreement) 

at every stage* (N.B. This is an area which can cause problems because too 
often groups feel they are not given sufficient credit or acknowledgement) 

 
e. Ask group members for their ideas 

 
f. Talk to other groups you have worked with – share your experience 

 
g. Identify individuals to take over 

 
h. Introduce other members of your organisation to ensure continuity and 

demonstrate that you represent an organisation and are not simply an 
individual 

 
i. Clarify your involvement from the beginning so there is no reliance 

 
j. Document and evidence at every stage 
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Information Resources 
 
There are numerous information sources available on involving BME Groups in 
environmental work: 
 
 Engagement of BME Communities in Community Planning – download from BEN 

www.ben-network.org.uk 
 
 BTCV – Environments for All initiative 

 
 Groundwork 

 
 Countryside Commission for Wales 

 
 
 
Questions and Tips 
 
Q. What is BEN’s role?  
 
A. BEN’s role is to provide support and information, contacts, advice and case 
studies. In Scotland they have a small team of three people. 
 
 
Q. Are there any particularly sensitive issues when working 
with BME groups? 
 
A. Yes. Photography can be a major concern.  In some cases taking a photograph of 
a person from a BME can cause distress, for example through grounds of concern 
over safety if they are seeking asylum, or for religious reasons. Therefore do not 
take any photos without the permission of the person you are photographing. 
If they do agree to their photo being taken make sure they know how and 
where you intend to use it and if possible ask them to sign a disclaimer form. 
 
A good work-round is to ask participants to take photos themselves and send in any 
that they are happy for you to use N.B. This must be with the permission of the 
person in the photograph. 
 
For the same reason you should also be very careful about any press coverage you 
generate.  Good practice is to take two copies of every photo and send one to the 
group so they can check they are happy for you to use it.  
 
Accreditation - Another important point is to always make sure you give the 
appropriate recognition to individuals and the groups involved. Too often this does 
not happen which can cause a severe break down in relationship. 
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Q. Is there anything else I should know about working with 
BME groups? 
 
A. Yes. In the words of Esperanza Gil Martin from Edinburgh Green Belt Trust: 
“This kind of work is very, very rewarding. I receive a lot of positive response and 
people thanking me for the opportunity we are giving them – even if it is only very 
small.  Sometimes these people don’t have any other options, the possibility just isn’t 
there for them, so the smallest opportunity provides huge benefits.” 
 
 
 
Other tips from participants on the course 
 
TIP – “You need to consider possible barriers facing people that you might not 
normally take into account.  For instance I did some work with a group with mental 
health difficulties and arranged a trip which involved public transport.  It took me  
back to learn that one person would not be able to make it, even though he wanted 
to, because he had a fear about public transport and using it would be a major issue 
for him. It was something I hadn’t even thought about.  In the end someone offered to 
give him a lift so he was able to attend after all.  
 
TIP – “Make a lot of time to document how the project is going.  Think of a number 
and triple it. Too often there just isn’t enough time to record progress and yet it’s 
really important to do that because it’s the only way you can convince other people 
how good the project is and show the participants how far they have come.”  
 
TIP – “You don’t always want to ask people to fill in a questionnaire after a project, 
so a fun way of asking for their feedback is to roll out a long piece of white paper and 
ask them to draw their journey from beginning to end.  You can also do this with 
photographs and get them to take pictures as they go along (with everyone’s consent 
of course!) Another idea is to put up a big board on the wall and ask people to add 
their comments as they go along. 
 

END 
 
If you have any other comments you would like to add, or hints and tips about 
working with BME groups that you would like to share, please e-mail them to 
Fiona.duncan@greenspacescotland.org.uk. 
 
 
 


