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Summary ~ Tees Operation Hogweed at a glance 

Tees Operation Hogweed (TOPHOG) is a 5-year (originally 4-year) project supported by the National 
Lottery Heritage Fund (NLHF) that has delivered a whole catchment approach to managing a 
catchment-wide problem of highly invasive Giant Hogweed.  This has been addressed through a 
programme of intelligence gathering, direct action, education and restoration. It has slowed and 
reversed the loss of biodiversity, access and amenity caused by the spread of Giant Hogweed 
through the Tees Catchment and it has aided regeneration of native flora.  

Despite working with the unforeseen impacts of the coronavirus pandemic, Tees Operation 
Hogweed, for a total cash investment of £½ million, has delivered the following achievements for 
biodiversity and local communities to the end of December 2023: 

For Nature Conservation and access 

• 2,119 hectares or an area covering 21.2 km2 treated equivalent to the size of 
Stockton on Tees. 

• Invasive species treatment over 899 km of riverside or double the length of the 
Pennine Way 

• 221 km of landscape improvements to increase and maintain better access 
routes along the rivers. 

• Reduction in Giant Hogweed concentrations by 85% and prevention of plants 
seeding 

• 64,000 native plants and bulbs and 350 native trees planted to improve 
biodiversity 

• 1 species distribution map produced for Giant Hogweed 

 

For Participation and engagement 

• Over 2,000 people engaged through education activity 

• 2,055 volunteer days or 10 full time equivalent staff for one year contributed 
from 65 volunteers 

• 70 education days delivered with 15 local schools participating 

• 65 landowners and 7 local angling clubs engaged 

 

For Training and skills 

• 62 volunteers trained in herbicide use 

• 2 trained drone operatives 
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1. Introduction 

Background and context 

Tees Operation Hogweed is a Heritage Grant project supported by the National Heritage Lottery 
Fund (NLHF) and delivered by the Tees Rivers Trust (TRT). 

In September 2019, NLHF awarded Tees Rivers Trust, £384,500 or 76% of the total anticipated 
project delivery cash costs of £502,796. The match funding of £118,296 was to be made up of 
£67,000 from the Garfield Western Foundation, £40,000 from Northumbrian Water, £6,000 from 
local landowners and anglers with the balance of £5,296 to be covered by other fundraising 
conducted by the Tees Rivers Trust.  Volunteer and other non-cash contributions were estimated to 
be £180,000 making the total project cost to be valued at £682,796. 

The project was intended to run for four years from February 2019 to end of December 2022. Due 
to the Coronavirus pandemic throughout 2020, and the loss of face to face volunteering and 
engagement activity during the spring and summer months of that year, the project completion 
date was extended in July 2020 for completion in December 2023 with a final claim due by the end 
of January 2024.  

 

Approach to project evaluation 

As part of the application to seek funding it was identified to follow NLHF best practice and retain 
the services of an evaluation consultant in order to conduct a longitudinal evaluation of the project. 
Following appointment in April 2023, the key activities identified were: 

• Develop a framework and baseline for all identified project activities 

• Produce a short film to complement the evaluation findings 

• Complete a final evaluation close to the end of the project delivery phase 

The overall aim of the evaluation process has been to provide an external perspective and produce 
a short, readable document with appropriate images selected from project activity. This final 
evaluation builds the evidence collected by the project team throughout the delivery period and 
aims to bring together the significant outputs and outcomes achieved from Tees Operation 
Hogweed within one place. 

       

Giant Hogweed, and volunteer using herbicide sprayer 
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Developing the framework and presenting the final evaluation information 

From the second round application for grant aid it was the intention of the project to “take a whole 
catchment approach to managing a catchment wide issue through a process of intelligence 
gathering, direct action, education and restoration.”  With the delivery of activity covering 11 key 
work areas: 

• Mapping: crucial for planning removal work and monitoring progress, this is carried out by volunteers, 
Tees Rivers Trust staff, angling clubs, local authorities and other interest groups. 

• Landowners: Permission to access the rivers upon which Giant Hogweed is present is fundamental to the 
project, enabling the Trust, volunteers and contractors access to treat Giant Hogweed. 

• Physical removal: the eradication of Giant Hogweed is one of the main outcomes of the project. An 80% 
reduction was set as the project target.  This will achieve a point at which further work can easily be 
carried on beyond project completion by other project partners.  

• Recording system: using the Environment Agency’s Plant Tracker system to allow volunteers and 
members of the public to help identify Giant Hogweed and record its position. 

• Coordination: coordinating efforts of all partners, to achieve the most effective results and avoid 
duplication of effort with the best use of limited resources.  Employment of 2 FTEs to deliver the project. 

• Native flora: re-introduction of native flora once Giant Hogweed has been reduced in selected areas. 
Once established the sites will be maintained and managed and used as a seed source for other sites.  

• Education: working with schools to further understanding and enjoyment of the river.  Using a 
combination of art and science to engage pupils with the processes of rivers and interactions with them. 
This project will develop a further component to learn and understand the history of Invasive Non Native 
Species (INNS), and their impact; locally, nationally and globally. 

• Training: providing opportunities for volunteers, members of angling clubs, and other interest groups to 
be trained in chemical control methods, creating a legacy of trained and experienced operatives, to be 
supported by the Trust.  

• Web site: creation of a project section on the Trust’s website, to include downloadable identification 
information, distribution maps, information on how to report sightings, plus opportunities to get 
involved and to learn more.  

• Bio-Security: raising awareness of bio-security throughout the Tees catchment - taking steps to minimise 
the risk of spreading invasive non-native species seeds or plant material. Promoting DEFRA’s Check Clean 
and Dry campaign. 

• Funding: develop funding streams through private donations, local industry, Nature Improvement Areas, 
and local and national funding sources 

Following development of the monitoring and evaluation and a review of all intended project 
activities from the various project and activity plans, these 11 key work areas have been grouped 
into four key themes that have been used to help structure the final evaluation report: 

• Nature conservation, habitat restoration and access improvements 

• Participation and engagement 

• Volunteers and training 

• Employment and professional advice 
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Introduction to the scale of Giant Hogweed in the River Tees Catchment ~ Tees River Trust website 
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2. Tees Operation Hogweed ~ Measures of Success and Achievements 

The following Measures of Success tables were developed from four project themes as part of the 
evaluation framework and summarises all the outputs identified within the funding application to 
the Heritage Fund. The revised outputs have been noted following submission of the project 
extension request in July 2020 and the final outputs achieved by December 2023 have been 
recorded along with a short summary and assessment of overall progress. 

 

2.1 ~ Nature conservation, habitat restoration and improving access 

TOPHOG has treated a total area covering 21.2 km2 for Giant Hogweed, equivalent 
to the size of Stockton on Tees at 23.9 km2. 

 

Biodiversity and landscape project activity 
Original 
outputs 

Revised 
outputs 

Final total 
~ Dec 2023 

Giant Hogweed removal. 

Reduction in Giant Hogweed concentrations by 20% per year and 
prevention of plants seeding. Overall 80% reduction by the end 
of the project. 

80% 

 

 

 

85% 

40 Kilometres of riverside treated per year between May and 
October each year 

160  899 

ADDITIONAL OUTPUT 

Total area treated (ha) 
-  2,119 

Mapping distribution of Giant Hogweed 

Mapping distribution of Giant Hogweed. Creation of 8 section 
maps showing Giant Hogweed distributions.  

8 1 1 

Community and volunteer planting and/or seeding of native 
plants. 

 
  

Number of sites prepared 6 5 5 

Number of sites planted or seeded 6 5 5 

Area of native re-seeding (ha) -  2 

Number of native plants planted -  17,300 

Number of native bulbs planted -  46,800 

Number of native trees planted -  350 

Number of areas well-maintained, where planting has become 
re-established. 

6 5 5 

Improving access to the river 

Increase and maintain better general access routes along the 
rivers. 20km of river access increased each year over 4 years. 

80  221 
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Outputs for nature conservation, restoration and improving access have been exceeded 

Activity relating to nature conservation, habitat restoration and improving access to the River have 
been an outstanding project success. 

As part of project monitoring the reduction in density of plants, TOPHOG selected 40 sites that had 
at least 500m2 of Giant Hogweed present, with many covering a much larger area. By project 
completion, all sites showed reductions of over 80% in Giant Hogweed concentrations with:  

• 30 sites having 15% remaining and  

• 10 sites showing reductions of Giant Hogweed coverage to 10% or less 

Reduction in the concentration of Giant Hogweed can be attributed to the 899 kilometres of 
riverside that has been treated (or double the length of the Pennine Way). Even allowing for an 
additional treatment season due to the project extension this is equivalent to a 450% increase 
above the baseline intended output. 

Combined with the reduction in hogweed concentration there has been a 120% increase in access 
to the river with 221 km of riverside positively maintained against a revised baseline of 100 km, 
taking account of the five year project delivery period. 

Project variations were agreed with NLHF in a timely manner with the focus on five sites for 
biodiversity improvements and producing one overall distribution map rather than the eight 
intended section maps at the application stage. 

Of note are the additional outputs delivered that includes: 

• 2,119 hectares (or 21.2km2) of the total area treated plus 

• 2 hectares of native reseeding 

• 46,800 native bulbs plants 

• 17,300 native plants planted 

• 350 native trees planted 

 

 

  

Trained volunteers using knapsack sprayers  
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Evidence of nature conservation, habitat restoration and improving access 

“If it hadn’t been for the Tees Rivers Trust, this would be a different riverside. They 
have supplied the herbicide and done a training programme, so that people can 

now legitimately and safely go to the riverside, determine what should be sprayed, 
and what shouldn’t be sprayed, and the hogweed needs to be killed off.” 

TOPHOG project evaluation film 

Giant Hogweed removal 

Evidence of the landscape impact of the programme of Giant Hogweed removal is best 
demonstrated in the following before and after images and landowner response. 

  

Air photo of giant hogweed on Roundhill ~ before (white flower-heads) and after treatment 

“I can see that the land on the opposite side of the river (Leven bridge) is being 
treated and is progressively improving, it was really bad at one point that I was 
struggling with my side. I am treating my side of the river, so hopefully we are 

now heading in the right direction. I'm grateful for the support along the river.” 

Landowner comment from TOPHOG questionnaire response 

   

Round Hill – Left to Right:  Before, post 2nd spray, and seeded with wildflowers 
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Other examples of the success of the removal programme include the “fast start” made to 
project activity highlighting a comment from the Project Manager in a quarterly NLHF report and 
results from the landowner survey that demonstrate the decline in Giant Hogweed delivered. 

To date, we have treated 153.4Km of riverside and have treated 943 acres (381.6 
hectares) of land. Work using both contractors and trained volunteers in 

conjunction with angling clubs has resulted in control work progressing at a very 
a good pace and has exceeded the target of 80Km by the end of the season. 

 NLHF quarterly progress report 3 ~ October 2019 

 

 

 

 

  

From TOPHOG project evaluation film  
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Community and volunteer planting of native plants and seeds 

Following treatment of sites for Giant Hogweed it can be demonstrated that follow up planting of 
native plants and seeds can be an effective management tool in helping stop regeneration of the 
invasive species. 

“The two sections of Giant Hogweed (GH) re-seeded with native seeds on the site at Ingleby 
Barwick, with a combined area of 4.5 acres, are growing well with no sign of GH re-growing. 

These sites were some of the worst affected and this test method has shown the effectiveness 
of ploughing and seeding in open areas.” 

NLHF quarterly progress report ~ March to June 2023 

 
Sowing wildflowers at Blackwell Hill 

  
Wildflower establishment at Blackwell 

  
Wildflowers in bloom at Blackwell  
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Mapping Giant Hogweed ~ Species distribution 

Five maps showing TOPHOG’s annual Giant Hogweed spraying programme were produced for 
each of the five annual treatment programmes and showing the number of treatments 
undertaken within the Tees Catchment. The benefit from this activity can be shown on the 
following maps with a reduction in the concentration of hogweed from over 10,000 m2 in some 
areas to between 1 and 500 m2 for most areas down the length of the river. 

 

Map of Giant Hogweed distribution and coverage before TOPHOG treatment 

 

Map of Giant Hogweed distribution and coverage after TOPHOG treatment 
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Round Hill ~ Ingleby Barwick 

The overall success of TOPHOG in reducing concentrations of Giant Hogweed across the Tees 
catchment can be best summed up in the following social media post on Facebook helping to 
promote project activity as part of Invasive Non Native Species week in May 2023. 

 

  

Facebook post ~ May 2023  

  



Simon Lees  Page 14 of 32 

simon@countrysidetraining.co.uk 

In October 2023, the TOPHOG Project Team reflected on all activity, picking out elements of good 
practice and lessons learned to take forward. The observations gathered through these 
conversations should act as prompts that can be embedded in future nature conservation and 
community engagement activities by all the project partners involved. 

 

Looking back ~ what worked well with TOPHOG nature conservation and restoration activity?  

Joining forces to control Giant Hogweed successfully 

“At the beginning of the projects the angling clubs said there was way too much 
for them to deal with. They’d clear the paths to their fishing pegs, and that was it.  
Now, many of them have waters that they can manage themselves, which takes 

the pressure off us. Now, all of the sections that they have, they deal with.” 

TOPHOG Project Manager 

• A major success has been the amount of ground that TOPHOG has covered:  100km of 
treatment along the river this year.  And we know now how much this kind of treatment 
costs, with some accuracy – also how much it will cost if authorities don’t invest in it. 

• One of the main priorities was the reduction of Giant Hogweed the catchment.  There are 
areas that were almost 100% Giant Hogweed in which there are now virtually none left.  
There are other areas that were significantly covered. And they have been reduced 
significantly to a point where local angling clubs can take over. The angling clubs take over 
that stretch of their area and have a lot of pride in looking after it. 

• Two or three people within each of the angling clubs took up the training. The odd thing is 
that we’ve got more of an uptake now that we’ve run out of our funding. Now, we have 5, 6, 
maybe 7 who want to do it!  

 

What were the challenges with TOPHOG nature conservation and restoration activity?  

Public concerns about the use of herbicides 

• Not a lot of people like the use of chemicals, they raise it on social media, and sometimes out 
on site. This year, we have had more of a focus on social media and blog posts about why 
we use chemicals. There aren’t many other viable options ~ digging Giant Hogweed, is too 
difficult on steep and eroded banks, where there is a health and safety risk.  Leaving it also 
not an option. Sometimes it’s difficult to explain to others why you’re doing things. 

Practicalities during Covid-19 

• Sourcing plants after Covid became more difficult. We ordered 17,000 plugs which we wanted 
to plant in spring, but had to delay until autumn, so we lost quite a few plants. 

The long-term future of Giant Hogweed control 

• Ongoing funding is a challenge – but is essential for long-term and effective control of invasive 
species. We hope that our growing relationship with the corporates who volunteer with us, 
may provide future support. 
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2.2 Participation and engagement 

Participation and engagement activity Original outputs 
Final total ~ Dec 

2023 

Number of press articles and news stories. 3 16 

Number of third-sector organisations committing to increased 
Giant Hogweed removal, per year. 

4 4 

Webpages up and running by March 2019, site updated every 
month and information input by volunteers. 

1 1 

Number of schools engaging with education and awareness 
raising. 

28 15 

Number of fairs attended. 12 8 

Number of participating school groups. 28 65 

Number of education days delivered. 28 70 

ADDITIONAL OUTPUT 

Number of children attending education days 

Number of adults attending education days 

 

- 

- 

 

1,754 

333 

Number of conferences held 4 3 

Number of newsletters produced. 8 2 

Number of Facebook posts 52 160 

Increase in TRT social media engagement   

Facebook  131% increase 

Instagram - 23% increase  

X (Twitter) - 69% increase 

LinkedIn - 480 followers  

Leaflet distributed to 5 local authorities. 5 5 

Leaflet distributed to 7 angling clubs. 7 7 

 

Outputs for participation and engagement have been achieved 

2,087 children and adults participating in 70 education activities 

Participation and engagement work focussed on delivering education activities to local school 
groups. The number of education days delivered increased by more than double from 28 to 70, 
with 15 local schools benefitting from the education programme. The total number of people 
engaged through the education programme included 1,754 children and 333 adults.  

The total of 333 adults includes engagement with 160 University BA Ed Students with “TOPHOG 
education sessions being taught to the next generation of teachers.” 

Communication activity was in line with intended activity with the greater number of press articles 
and news stories (albeit from a low base) plus the increase in Facebook posts noted. 
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Awareness raising and communication 

A helpful media engagement log was kept that evidenced the 16 different press articles and news 
stories that helped to raise awareness of Invasive Non Native Species across the River Tees. Of 
the 16 articles and news stories, 12 were published through five different local media outlets, 
with national coverage of four stories as shown in the following table:  

Date Publisher Article Title 

Local coverage 

July 19 Teesdale Mercury Warning over the spread of plant that causes burns 

July 21 Darlington & Stockton Times 
After the stresses of football, it is time to get hooked on 
angling 

June 22 Darlington & Stockton Times Volunteers combat invasive Giant Hogweed on the Tees 

June 22 Northern Echo 
Giant Hogweed: Map shows where toxic plant growing in 
North East 

June 22 Teesdale Mercury Trusts Mission to Tackle Invader  

Oct 22 Darlington & Stockton Times Mild weather sees toxic giant hogweed warning issued 

Nov 22 Teesdale Mercury Trusts winter war to stamp out hogweed 

March 23 Teesside Live/Gazette Live 
Warning issued over giant hogweed which causes painful 
skin blisters 

March 23 Darlington & Stockton Times 
People urged to look out for toxic giant hogweed near River 
Tees 

July 23 Darlington & Stockton Times Giant Hogweed warning issued river tees area 

Oct 23 Teesside Live/Gazette Live 
Blister-inducing giant hogweed ravages River Tees banks as 
pictures show land slippage and erosion 

Oct 23 Northern Echo 
Giant Hogweed and Japanese knotweed found next to River 
Tees 

National coverage 

Oct 22 ITV News How to identify giant hogweed in winter months 

Feb 23 BBC Discover Wildlife 
Invasive non-native plants in the UK, and the bioagents 
used to control them 

March 23 Yahoo News 
People urged to look out for toxic Giant Hogweed near 
River Tees 

May 23 GB News 
Giant Hogweed: Map shows where toxic plant growing in 
North East 

TOPHOG media engagement log 
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National and local media coverage 

It is noted that as part of the awareness raising and communication activity around the threats 
from Invasive Non Native Species, a secondary, positive impact saw an increase in volunteering 
enquires for the Tees Rivers Trust. The following observation from the Project Manager was 
reported to the National Lottery Heritage Fund in a quarterly progress report. 

“A press release was sent out in October, which was picked up and used by a 
number of local newspapers.  The coverage led to increased interest in volunteering 

for the project.” 

NLHF Progress Report ~ October 2022 

 

Social media 

As a short time limited programme, social media for TOPHOG was integrated into existing Tees 
Rivers Trust social channels rather than creating a new set of user names and channels. The use 
of the following hash tags was helpful in creating a distinction with other TRT activities: 

#inns #rivertees #biodiversity #gianthogweed #tophog #invasivenonnativespecies 

It is pleasing to note that acknowledgement of NLHF funding was consistent in all social media 
posts. 

#NationalLotteryHeritageFund 

A baseline of Tees Rivers Trust followers for Facebook, Instagram and Twitter (now X) was made 
at the start of project delivery in February 2019 and again in January 2024. Whilst not all 
increases in social media audience can be attributed to just one project, it can be demonstrated 
that TOPHOG has contributed to an overall growth in social media engagement with a: 
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• 131% increase in followers using Facebook  

• 69% increase in followers using Twitter (x)  

• 23% increase in followers using Instagram  

• 480 new followers from LinkedIn 

Channel Followers ~ pre TOPHOG Followers ~ after TOPHOG 
January 2024 

Growth 

Facebook 1,300 3,000 131% 

Instagram 1,092 1,341 23% 

Twitter (X) 1,223 2,070 69% 

LinkedIn Did not have a profile 480 followers  

Social media summary table 

What 3words 

 

An effective use of social media was developed 
with posts encouraging community reporting 
and sightings of Invasive Non Native Species 
from across the Tees Catchment with locations 
defined using what3words. This led to a 
positive engagement and conversations with 
users on Facebook and acknowledgement of 
the activity on the what3words Twitter feed. 

 

What3Words posted TOPHOG on their 
Social Media platform showing it to be 

a very useful tool for environmental 
monitoring. A Formula 1 champion 

(Nico Rosberg), commented on the post. 

NLHF progress report ~ December 2021 

 

 

Keeping it positive on Social Media 

We’ve got much better social media presence now. Sometimes it can be really disheartening 
when you hear about the Giant Hogweed problems. We are a team of 3 people covering a very 
big area of the river, so it has been good to post things about some of the work we’ve done, 
showing this is what it used to look like, and this is what it looks like now.  We do get a lot of 
positive feedback from that.  Sharing the work that we have done, and shouting about the 
good sides of it, rather than just being doom and gloom all the time. 

Project team reflections 
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Participation and engagement 

It’s the hands on nature; it’s the physicality of it. They will remember the 
drawings, they will remember hoiking the fish out of the tubs. It’s great for us at 
the start of a school year to do an activity like this as it helps to build confidence. 
(As trainees teachers) they’ll be going into schools into a couple of weeks’ time.  

Primary teacher-training lecturer ~ TOPHOG evaluation film 

The following reflections were gathered through the evaluation process and help summarise and 
define a list of key ingredients for a successful schools engagement programme as well as some 
practical challenges for this type of activity. 

Key ingredients to delivering a school engagement programme 

• We’ve delivered 70 sessions and worked with 1,754 children and 333 adults. The variety of 
audiences has been a real success:  I’ve worked with military families and wounded 
soldiers, with Key Stage 1 children, as young as 3 and 4, to pre-schools, both in schools and 
out and about at the river; also with National Curriculum activities. 

“It has evolved over time. From a Plant Lab in May 2019 with a hogweed walk 
and willow dome, it has morphed into a TOPHOG science lab by the river, where 

we see Giant Hogweed in-situ; we equate ourselves to a River-school” 

Tees River Trust Education Officer 

• Success needed to be more than one session. I’ve been with a lot of schools since 2019. We 
are in the Rivers Curriculum. We are part of their schools now, we are a regular visit, we’ve 
added a lot more value than one-off sessions. 

• With one school I started in Year 2, and I’m now in Year 6, so every single child in that 
school will have heard about Giant Hogweed, seen it, and learned about it. 

• Because we link it to the National Curriculum, it ticks off a lot of their year 3, 4, 5 and 6 
Science Curriculum, we are of use to them, so we’ve never had to advertise. They’ve come 
to me. It’s grown very organically. 

• Key lessons: keep it safe, deliver something useful for schools, and keep it going! I deliver 
a session by the river, I have the lesson-planned for the teachers, so they are then able to 
deliver a session independent of me. I did a curriculum-linked River Journal, so they can 
continue learning on after us. 

• 100% of schools that I did a TOPHOG River-lab with, came back again. 

“Some of the schools are in under-privileged areas.  Some of the practical 
outings are the only ones they get to do.  For a year 3 class, we were the only 

outing they had that year (a Covid year).  It was a quite underprivileged area in 
Thornaby, and 4 out of 30 pupils had never left their area since Covid. One of 

them had never been in a river.” 

Tees River Trust Education Officer 
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• I have trained the teachers to have the confidence to take children to a local beck. One 
teacher said enabling children to be in the river, was like allowing children to be children. 

• A lot of schools have completely lost their trip budget, so we have used budget to get 
groups to the site.  It’s £300 to £400 for them to get a bus. Without that a lot of schools 
would have really struggled.  What an awful thing that would be if they can’t access their 
local area just because they can’t get there. It’s been really important to have that funding 
in the last couple of years. 

• All of the people who volunteered for the education work, had worked in school.  You need 
people who have worked with children, including children with disabilities, and children 
with behavioural challenges.  A lot of children who aren’t academic, come into their own 
when they’re outside. 

• We always had a teachers’ table for the teachers!  Plenty of biscuits and cake! 

 

  

School pupils on a RiverLab day 

Practical challenges in working with schools 

• It’s a challenge to explain the dangers of Giant Hogweed, whilst also trying to encourage 
children to go down to the river, and for them not be scared of doing it.  A lot of the 
children didn’t know about the dangers of touching Giant Hogweed. 

• The weather.  Though I used to say it’s an all-weather activity.  I used to say it’s a no cancel 
event.  It will go ahead whatever the weather.  They just needed to wear the right clothes! 

• Competing with other activities that schools could do with the limited number of trip 
opportunities they have.  But linking it with Science, English and Maths studies worked well 
for schools. 

“A challenge that’s coming is ‘what happens next?’.  I’ve targeted children from 
under-privileged background.  We cover water-safety, species safety, litter. For 
some schools we are their only enrichment of the school curriculum.  We have 

been in some schools for 4 years.  When the project, stops what happens then?” 

Tees River Trust Education Officer 
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2.3 Volunteers and training 

“The volunteers are appreciated – and I want them to feel appreciated. I don’t want 
them to think they are just another body doing a job.  I want them to feel like they 
know that the work they are doing is going to be more beneficial than if it was just 

us doing the work.” 
Project manager feedback 

Training and skills activity 
Original 
outputs 

Revised 
outputs 

Final total 
~ Dec 2023 

Number of trained volunteers 20  65 

Number of volunteer days   2,055 

Value of volunteer days   £189,965 

Number of Clervaux Trust staff trained and supported.   6 0 0 

Number of trained drone operatives. 2  2 

Number of volunteers trained in herbicide use. 62  62 

 

Outputs for Volunteers with training and skills have been exceeded  

2,055 volunteer days or 10 full time equivalent staff for one year contributed from 
65 trained volunteers 

TOPHOP has recruited, trained and retained a group of volunteers that have supported the nature 
conservation, restoration and access ambitions of the programme. 

The number of trained volunteers has trebled with 65 people trained in chemical applications with 
accreditation from City and Guilds and Lantra). Of these, 15 people have been trained in knapsack 
maintenance, with 34 people trained in safe use of hand tools. 

TOPHOG can evidence that 2,055 volunteer days have been contributed. The vale for the Tees 
Rivers Trust is having  the equivalent of 10 full time additional staff for one year. The value of the 
volunteer time is estimated to be £189,965, an additional contribution of £10K to project activity. 

The intended corporate volunteering with Clervaux Trust did not take place after their management 
changed and decided they did not want their staff or volunteers working with Giant hogweed. 

  

Corporate volunteering with EE group and Rural Payments Agency staff 
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Growing volunteer involvement in Giant Hogweed control 

TOPHOG has been successful in recruiting and training a growing number of volunteers as shown 
in the following project reflections and volunteer survey feedback. 

“We’ve got well over 100 volunteers. 20 out of those 100 come back to us time 
and time again. They get on really well together. It doesn’t matter what mixture 

of those 20 come along, they seem to have made friends with each other. The 
volunteers want rid of the hogweed! They like the social element and to be able 

to see a difference.” 
TOPHOG Project Officer 

• When you can start seeing the difference from the work you are putting in, it’s a really nice 
feeling.  We will do a set of bulb planting and, when March comes and they start coming out, 
the volunteers can see that they’ve planted that! 

• Over the past year, the awareness of Giant Hogweed has definitely improved since the start 
of the project; people are engaging a lot more with the work being done, and are very 
grateful for it.  People are at sites we’ve been working on for one or two years ~ they are 
walking the dogs and commenting we could never get through here before, and now we can 
do that. 

• One of the greatest successes has been the amount of interest TOPHOG has generated.  The 
amount of people it has engaged: schools, businesses, individuals, angling clubs, it has had 
great reach across a huge variety of people.  All positive as well. Early indications are that 
that interest is going to be sustained, at least in the short-term. 
 

“A volunteer group often starts with one person – normally someone in their late 
50s to early 70s - who will spearhead a group, and it will grow.  We need to 

support those people, by providing a mapping resource, ensuring that they know 
they’re appreciated, and linking them with groups up and down stream. This is 
now spilling over into the angling groups, who are also talking to each other.” 

CEO Tees Rivers Trust 

Volunteer survey 

Some of the key headline responses from the 26 volunteers responding to the TOPHOG volunteer 
survey include: 

• 92% think it’s important to remove Giant Hogweed from the Tees 
catchment area. 

• 88% can now confidently identify Giant Hogweed 

• 81% now know more about Giant Hogweed and its effects 

• 73% think differently about invasive species 

Responses that can show an increase in skills, knowledge as well as changing attitudes and 
approaches from being involved in the TOPHOG programme. 
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Google docs volunteer survey showing changes in attitude and knowledge 

 

“Our volunteers have told us that they benefit from being outdoors, being part of 
something which makes a difference to their local community and have found a 

camaraderie with other volunteers.” 
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Volunteers brush cutting and knapsack spraying 

The impressive growth of corporate volunteering 

Corporate volunteering has been another key success of project engagement activity as shown in 
the following comments collected from the project team: 

• The number of corporate volunteers has grown a lot, it has come on in leaps and bounds as 
TOPHOG has been delivered. Some companies only ever use their corporate volunteering 
days to come out with the Tees Rivers Trust – which is a nice feeling for us. 

• Communication has been the key. For some of the groups we can have from 4 to 28 people. 
We are very accommodating; work needs to be done over the whole catchment. We can find 
a location or an activity that suits the group. And if we need to, we can invite the local 
volunteers to make up the numbers. So, we can be quite flexible. 

 

  

Corporate volunteering with ELG Heritage and Environment Agency staff 
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What were the challenges with TOPHOG increasing engagement and awareness amongst local 
communities and volunteers?  

It should be noted that despite the many successes, not all of volunteering activity was smooth 
with the following key points identified as specific challenges faced by TOPHOG during the 
extended delivery period. The impact of many of the societal restrictions imposed during the 
coronavirus pandemic should not be underestimated with a direct impact on TOPHOG reducing 
wider networking and engagement activity that included: 

• The number of fairs attended 

• The number of conferences held 

• The number of newsletters produced 
 

The impacts of Covid-19 on volunteering 

• Covid made it difficult for us to meet some wider targets (see above).  We also had volunteers 
who came out on a regular basis, who we didn’t see for a year-and-a-half.  We had a big 
concern about whether they would come back, especially the corporate volunteers.  We had 
to make sure we kept in touch with them.  After lockdown, corporate volunteers really 
wanted to come back out with us, and Covid did give us a boost from some of those 
companies, because new people wanted to start volunteering. 

Long-term support of volunteers and other TOPHOG supporters 

• Keeping people’s motivation up, to keep them doing what they’re doing, is a challenge.  While 
we have a dedicated resource, we can underpin people’s motivation – by holding volunteer 
days, making regular calls, sending out newsletters – people know that they are part of a 
bigger picture.  As soon as we don’t have dedicated resource, a lot of work will start to slide. 

 

 

Word cloud of volunteers favourite TOPHOG activities 
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Digital content 

To help support communication and dissemination with volunteers and wider stakeholders, Tees 
Rivers Trust has developed three videos to increase awareness of invasive species and the 
TOPHOG programme. These videos are available through the TRT YouTube channel. 

Identifying an Invasive Alien: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OWJecBjxtH0&t=39s 

Invasive species and how they are managed: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hYWSZFSfLIY 

TOPHOG project overview presentation: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GttC68gRRaw&t=262s 

 

  

Identifying an invasive alien video 

  

TOPHOG overview presentation 

One observation from conducting the evaluation is that with these videos being through one 
social media channel, there is an opportunity to integrate content and have some or all of the 
videos embedded and available through the Tees Rivers Trust website. IF website storage is an 
issue links to the TRT YouTube channel will get around this potential problem. 

As part of the project closure and to help embed the legacy from TOPHOG delivery activity, it is 
recommended that relevant digital materials are made available and accessible through the Tees 
Rivers Trust website. 
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2.4 ~ Employment and professional advice ~ delivering a successful project 

“Just keep up the good work” 

Landowner feedback ~ May 2023 

Employment, advocacy and advice activity Original outputs 
Final total ~ Dec 

2023 

Number of jobs retained 1 1 

Number of jobs created 1 1 

Landowners kept informed. 65 65 

Angling clubs kept informed 7 7 

Number of project advocates within each vested interest group. 7 11 

 

Outputs for employment, advocacy and advice have been achieved 

65 landowners and 7 local angling clubs informed and engaged 

Employment outputs have been achieved with the project manager role retained and the project 
officer role created. 

Advocacy and advice outputs are in line with intended outputs following identification of these key 
partners and stakeholders during the project development phase.  

 

 

The following reflections were gathered from the project team and demonstrate the importance of 
good recruitment, staff empowerment and creating the right culture for project activity to thrive. 

Looking back ~ what worked well with TOPHOG, increasing heritage skills, experience and 
employment opportunities?  

Good recruitment, and team empowerment 

• We have the right people for the right job. With Jackie, her aim was 28 Education sessions, 
but she’s done 70 now!  With no input from me at all. The type of work that we do, you can’t 
micro-manage people.  They have a sphere of “this is what you’re responsible for”, and they 
get on with it and make a success of it. Kudos to the staff who are doing the work – they’ve 
done an extremely good job. 

“Not being micro-managed.  John’s always been a positive influence, which makes 
you want to do more.” 

Tees River Trust Education Officer 

• Taking Chloe on as a fairly inexperienced officer, she’s developed to a point where she is a 
very able professional who can carry on growing her career ~ from the Trust perspective, 
that’s a real success. 

• Volunteer wise ~ a good number of young people have been out learning not just how to 
control invasive species, but also wider countryside skills.  TOPHOG has achieved its aim in 
giving people more employability opportunities. 
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Landowner and angling club surveys 

Landowner opinions of TOPHOG 

60% of landowners agreed, or strongly agreed that they had seen a decline in Giant Hogweed on 
their land since TOPHOG, although only 67% of respondents to the survey were landowners, with 
some river user and local authority responses included so as a proportion this figure would be 
greater. 

 

 

 

TOPHOG survey of local angling clubs 

 

“Tees Rivers Trust does a really splendid job in helping to tackle INNS. It's a 
shame it doesn't get more public recognition via the press.” 

Feedback from survey of local Angling Clubs ~ May 2023 

Responses from 5 local angling clubs were all to demonstrate: 

• All five clubs benefitting from the partnership with Tees Rivers Trust and that they have 
seen a decline in Giant Hogweed on the stretch that they use since TOPHOG 

• Four clubs responding that TOPHOG had increased their knowledge of non-native invasive 
species such as Giant Hogweed. 

• Four clubs acknowledging that access routes to stretches of the river where members fish 
have improved since TOPHOG 
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3. Project learning at the final evaluation 

Conversations and reflections gathered from the project team as part of the evaluation process 
have helped add to the outcome information presented in Section Two. As part of this process, the 
following are some of the key lessons that have been identified by Tees Rivers Trust staff through 
the delivery of TOPHOG. These critical reflections and recommended improvements should be seen 
as evidence or “key ingredients” to be incorporated into future project design that is looking to 
tackle the issue of eradicating Invasive Non Native Species to improve natural heritage. 

 

3.1 ~ What are the lessons for Nature conservation, habitat restoration and 
access improvements? 

A native plant nursery 

• I’d establish a native plant nursery, or holding area where we can produce our own – taken as 
plugs, or grown on from seed possibly from landowners in the area, so we have plants of a 
reasonable size at the right time of year. It’s also very good for local community involvement, 
we may be able to get allotment-holders involved too. We could get whips [trees] for free, 
heel them in and use them 2 or 3 years down the line. 

 

3.2 ~ What are the lessons for participation and engagement? 

Having a flexible and adaptive approach to developing the education programme 

• With an education programme you constantly adapt it – often we’d go down to the river, 
then back to the schoolroom to do a presentation, and art around Giant Hogweed. I also split 
them into smaller groups, so you’ve got fewer children doing the same activity. Also, not to 
say yes to two classes at once!  I could do more, once I had volunteers working with me, so 
rather than doing 3 activities, I could do 4 activities. I’ve also learned to say ‘no’ to schools in 
November because of the river levels and the weather. 

• I’ve adapted my forms, for example to add in special needs – we had one pupil with Cerebral 
Palsy so adapted the form, likewise for ADHD and dyslexia. I went into schools before, and 
went through everything with the school; they had a site visit directly to site, and then on the 
form we identify any ways we need to adapt the visit for special needs. 

Adapting to Covid-19 

• We had to adapt to Covid.  When volunteering resumed, people were feeling nervous, or had 
vulnerable partners.  Someone might want to use their own pen to sign in with; we provided 
hand-sanitiser, biscuits that are individually wrapped, and people didn’t have to car share if 
they didn’t want to.  With school groups, we had to set small work groups, so they always 
worked with the same children. 

“Despite Covid, we worked around it.  We forged some good relationships with 
schools at the very start, which made the time after Covid a lot easier.” 

Tees River Trust Education Officer 
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3.3 ~ What are the lessons for volunteers and training? 

Managing expectations, skills and equipment 

• I’d ask volunteers to come out and do spraying with us prior to doing the course – so they 
know what they are in for before doing it.  After the course, some find the spraying 
challenging – dressed in PPE and on uneven ground.  Having people experience it, before we 
pay for the course. Also, people could commit to coming out 10 times after doing the course.  
40 people have been trained – angling clubs, landowners, and people who come out time and 
time again – they’ve been incredible. We’ve also had people who have done the course, come 
out spraying with us once, and then never come out again, whilst others have missed out on a 
place on the course. 

“We could make our lives easier by, for example, involving everyone in knapsack 
servicing, rather than us servicing all of them ourselves.  So people can service the 

sprayers that they have at home.  Some of the volunteers are ex-engineers, and 
enjoy getting stuck in, pulling things part and putting them together again. It also 

helps to make people feel part of our team.” 
TOPHOG Project Officer 

 

 

3.4 ~ What are the lessons for employment, advocacy and advice? 

“I’d make sure someone like Jackie – doing education work – had more support, 
especially at the start.  Looking back, we’d have got more volunteers involved in 

the education side earlier on.” 
TOPHOG Project manager 

Working in partnership with others 
• I’d like to work more closely with Higher Education establishments, doing some research on 

invasive species, such as the genetics of Giant Hogweed, to see if we have a perennial variety, 
or an annual variety. 

• Improving international relationships.  We met the Environmental Board in Estonia, and John 
has met people from Russia – all with experience of managing Giant Hogweed.  We managed 
to see geotextile work, which we will try here.  Improving the international element will help 
us trial approaches that other countries have used. 

• Attracting match-funding has been a success, but we could have pushed on the opportunity 
to bring in more money, particularly from the corporate sector.  We could have taken a more 
proactive approach to asking people for money – a harder push on getting funding in. It’s a 
particular skill that we could do with a bit of work on.  The opportunity is there now. There’s 
a huge amount of interest from local authorities and developers, in the Biodiversity Net Gain 
angle. At Round Hill, the work that John and Chloe have done with the volunteers, has 
generated a ballpark figure of £2.5m of Biodiversity Net Gain. 
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4. Observations and recommendations 

 

4.1 ~ A very successful project delivering significant natural heritage benefits and volunteer 
engagement activity 

The information collected and presented as part of this final evaluation demonstrates that Tees 
Operation Hogweed (TOPHOG) has been a very successful project that has met the approved 
purposes and can demonstrate delivery of outputs that meet or in some cases exceed intended 
levels of activity. Of note has been the approach to improving river habitat and biodiversity with 
the removal of Giant Hogweed  and the successful volunteer training and engagement activity. 

The key outputs and successes delivering natural heritage improvements to highlight are: 

• 2,119 hectares or an area covering 21.2 km2 treated for Giant Hogweed, equivalent to the size 
of Stockton on Tees. 

• Invasive species treatment over 899 km of riverside or double the length of the Pennine Way 

• 221 km of improvements to Increase and maintain better access routes along the rivers. 

• Reduction in Giant Hogweed concentrations by 85% and prevention of plants seeding 

• 64,000 native plants and bulbs and 350 native trees planted to improve biodiversity 

Along with the following key success for volunteer engagement: 

• 2,055 volunteer days or 10 full time equivalent staff for one year contributed from 65 
volunteers 

Other areas of TOPHOG activity such as the schools engagement programme, social media activity 
and the corporate volunteering have been equally well received with many project successes 
identified and outcome evidence presented. 

  
 

Video acknowledging NLHF support for TOPHOG, on the Tees Rivers Trust Facebook page ~ November 2019 

 

TOPHOG has been a very well run and managed project. The NLHF quarterly progress reports 
record all the significant activity undertaken against the approved purposes with identified issues 
and any agreed changes or revised outputs recorded. This demonstrates a proactive approach to 
project management and positive relationship with the grant funder, with appropriate 
acknowledgement in all communications and media. 
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Evaluation film 

As part of this project evaluation (and an additional legacy), a short film has been made to 
complement the evaluation findings additional comments relating to the project partnership and 
impact delivered.  

  

TOPHOG ~ evaluation film extracts 

 

4.2 ~ Evaluation recommendations 

The two key recommendations emerging from this evaluation are: 

• For the TOPHOG team and other key staff within the Tees Rivers Trust to reflect on what 
has been achieved as collected within this report, looking at the project as a whole. The 
lessons learnt to be gathered up and shared internally within the Tees Rivers Trust, with 
the key points to be incorporated and used to evidence future nature recovery and people 
engagement applications and projects. 
 

• That as Tees Operation Hogweed moves beyond completion, the project page on the Tees 
Rivers Trust website should be amended so that the story and achievements and in 
particular the outputs and impact achieved by the project is consolidated and elements of 
good practice as identified within this evaluation are found in one place. To help promote 
the need for Invasive Species Management, the evaluation film and other relevant digital 
content produced should be embedded within the same page and used as a different media 
to promote the overall impact of National Lottery Heritage Fund investment. 
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