
Learning from Blue Spaces – we’ll be starting 
soon. In the meantime, get involved…

What questions do you have about 
freshwater?
We will collect all your questions and share anonymously

Pa gwestiynau sydd gennych chi am 
ddŵr croyw?
Nawn ni gasglu eich cwestiynau a’u rhannu yn ddi-enw.

www.menti.com Enter code: 1491 4700

http://www.menti.com/






Our funding to date Our support

£4.1m
Total awarded

26
Grants to 19 projects

£3.4m
Total awarded

12
Total grants

37months
Average term length; terms ranged
from 24 to 48months

£282k
Average grant size; grants ranged
from £138k to £540k

£736k
Total awarded

14
Total grants

12months
Average term length; terms ranged
from 6 to 24 months

£55k
Average grant size; grants ranged
from £16k to £90k

Main grants Development grants

Overview of Blue Spaces



We launched a specific call for 
development projects in Wales as 
we were aware that there was 
innovative work underway, but 
partnership working at catchment 
scale had received little funding 
support. 

The grants in Northern Ireland 
focus on building capacity in the 
sector, which was highlighted as a 
need by organisations we fund as 
well as public and water sector 
bodies in Northern Ireland. 

Whilst the grants in England and 
Scotland were not made through 
Blue Spaces, they met the 
programme’s aims and have joined 
the learning programme that runs 
alongside Blue Spaces funding. 



© Action for Conservation/Jamie Curtis-Hayward

Blue Spaces objectives



The organisations involved had 
multiple focuses



Blue Spaces Wales – funded 
through a specific call for projects

Blue Spaces – funded 
through the main programme



Blue Spaces Wales – call for projects



Blue Spaces Wales



Blue Spaces Wales – the organisations































Gofod Glas 
Working in different ways

Gweithio mewn ffyrdd 
gwahanol

A shift from expert-led, outcome-driven, pre-
packaged solutions to a community-led, 
emergent, question-based, collaborative 
process.

Bedrock of the project: learning how to truly 
collaborate and how to work in different ways.

Acknowledging what we don’t know / accepting 
and being aware of the limitations to our 
knowledge. 



Partnership plus: 
engaging with 
the creative 
approach  



Gathering / Casglu  
questions

Asking questions in different ways, 
with different people, in different 
places. 

Some examples
Rhai enghreifftiau



Dal dy Ddŵr 

Some examples
Rhai engrheifftiau



£250 for your idea

A gateway to 
deeper 

conversation

Some examples
Rhai enghreifftiau



Dro Dŵr

Water Walks 

Some examples
Rhai engrheifftiau









Who are IYPC?
•  The EF x HUDL partnership was established in 2020

• Responding to a need to bring young people into the 

grant-making sector to influence decision-making

• Our role is to bring our insights and experience and  

act as a critical friend to EF and to expand on 

processes, projects and funds 

 



Ways of Working



Blue Spaces & IYPC

EF Staff Member

IYPC Member
Legacy of projects and 

programme

Open call for EOIs

Development of 
assessment criteria

Learning & 
Networking Event 

in Wales

Assessment panels 
of Esmee and IYPC

Inter-cohort IYPC 
project (3 cohorts!)

Full proposal grant 
assessment with 

ONW team

DEI Learning Event 
in Wales 

Learning Network 
development

Involvement of IYPC as this 
brought new perspectives 
on project proposals, and 
more fun into the learning 

events.

The Blue Spaces 
programme has been a 

really big part of my IYPC 
experience. It taught me 

the most about how a 
grant programme works

Evaluation of 
programme

Training & Guidance 
for IYPC

Consultation 
on longer term 

support for 
orgs

Site Visits



DEI Workshop 

Identified DEI as an area of development within the 
freshwater sector

World Café Workshop
• Climate and social justice
• Working with young people
• Rurality
• Cultural significance and Context

Opportunity to be completely IYPC-led 

Created a safe space to have open and difficult 
conversations, putting IYPC values into practice (Welsh 
interpreter)

August 2024



Strengths of the project

Collaboration one of the 
strongest elements of Blue 

Spaces 
Described as relational, 

supportive and rooted in mutual 
respect 

IYPC contributions helped make Blue 
Spaces more intentional and grounded 

in lived experience.

“IYPC held us to account in a really 
healthy way — it deepened the 

process.”
“I felt genuinely listened to. It didn’t 

feel tokenistic.”

IYPC Skills and Learning:

• Increased confidence in reflective 
dialogue

• Stronger assessment and 
evaluative skills

• Improved facilitation and 
leadership abilities

• Deeper understanding of 
environmental and place-based 
issues



Recommendations for meaningful youth engagement

1. Extend timelines and improve scheduling consistency

2.Provide clearer expectations, criteria, and written guidance

3.Continue or expand place-based learning sessions

4.Strengthen communication loops and updates

5.Integrate structured reflection throughout, not only at the end



• Support and facilitate learning 
• Share insights and findings
• Inform wider work with communities and 

partnerships 

Network
• Encourage connection, collaborations, and 

collective action (future)?

Evaluation
• Learning plan 
• Reflection on process and impact
• Feedback surveys
• Progress reports
• Mid and end of grant calls

Learning programme



Outcome Research questions Evaluation

Nature • To what extent is the health of the river/catchment 
likely to measurably improve because of the project?

Varies by project, nature& scale will take time to become apparent.

People • To what extent does the project involve the 
community?

Varies by project, but all aim to deliver meaningful co-creation 

Places • How effective was the project at bringing people and 
organisations together?

• What were the benefits for people and communities?

Varies by project, nature& scale will take time to become apparent.

Innovation • What have projects learned from their innovative 
methods, approaches, or collaborations?

• To what extent will more funding or capacity be 
leveraged to improve the local environment or support 
lasting engagement because of the project?

• What have projects learned from the difficulties they 
have encountered?

• New partnerships have formed, different ways of working have 
been tested, under-represented voices are shaping decision 
making, and additional funding has been secured by several 
projects.

• All projects have found that meaningful community co-creation 
has taken longer than originally planned and requires skills that 
environmental organisations may not have- partnership working 
has been invaluable to making progress.  

• It is a challenge to work meaningfully with communities when 
funding for longer-term delivery of co-created action plans is 
not guaranteed.

Understanding impact



Esmée’s 
additional 
learning 
questions

• Are we finding and supporting the projects that 
need our help the most?

• Did we fund organisations led by and for the 
people they serve?

• How effective was the approach to reporting and 
sharing learning through the project?

• The role of communities in project governance and longer-
term planning was a key consideration in decisions about 
longer-term funding.

• Supported organisations said that they appreciated our 
flexible and light-touch approach to reporting.  

• Feedback from the learning network was largely positive 
with organisations valuing the opportunity to connect and 
share experience.

• How effective was the approach taken to engaging 
the IYPC in the programme?

• What did we learn about the funding process e.g 
specific call for Wales, development funding, 
flexibility in approach?

• What additional or unexpected learning came up?

• The IYPC experience of engagement in Blue Spaces has 
informed their involvement in other Esmée funding 
initiatives such as Youth-Led Creativity. 

• Learning from the funding process and additional or 
unexpected learning is captured in “Key Insights and 
learning” section.

Outcome Research questions Evaluation

Understanding impact



• Puts the place first - reflects unique character and 
needs of local people and place

• Community-led and collaborative - local people at 
heart of change and have decision making power 

• Leaves a positive legacy - develops long terms 
community capacity and resilience

• Prioritises equity - principles of fairness and equity 
embedded, work engages diverse communities in a place

• Creates long-term, sustainable change - disrupts 
and changes things that don’t work, pushes forward in 
new way

• Has scope to spread - can expand influence beyond 
initial impact

© Groundwork Wales

Principles for community 
initiatives



• Encourage connection, collaboration, collective action (future)?
• Co-ordinated by Blue Spaces lead, co-designed 
• 4 meetings online, 2 in person
• Participation payments key to attendance in person

Learning network

Themes
• Diversity, equity, and inclusion, 

rurality, young people and 
Welsh language 

• Working effectively with land 
mangers and rural communities

• Catchment  planning & scaling 
up through  genuine co-design

• Environment, creativity, arts 
• Citizen science and  

acceptance of evidence
• Leveraging impact investment
• Legacy of cohort 
• Rights of nature



© Gofod Glas

Key insights and learning
Learning for the freshwater 
sector
1. Development funding

2. External factors and policy uncertainty

3. Community involvement

4. Role of arts and creativity

5. Demonstrating catchment-based 
approaches

6. Reaching new audiences

7. Data and evidence



Key insights and learning
© North Wales Rivers Trust

Learning for funders

1. Funding approach 

2. Diversity, equity, and inclusion

3. Partnerships

4. Sector and network 

development 

5. Place-based insights



• Place-based funding

• Informing Esmée ways of working

• Strengthening the sector

• Focusing support

• Maintaining our independence

Influence on Esmée and next steps



https://esmeefairbairn.org.uk/latest-news/blue-spaces-working-in-partnership-to-improve-local-freshwaters-in-the-uk/
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