
BACKGROUND AND AIMS

In 2012, the NHS Greenspace 
Demonstration Project was established 
to show how improvements to outdoor 
spaces around existing and new 
hospitals and health centres could be 
delivered in practice and to assess the 
benefits of this investment for health 
and well-being, biodiversity and climate 
change. The project was led by the 
Green Exercise Partnership comprising 
Scottish Forestry (formerly Forestry 
Commission Scotland); Scottish Natural 
Heritage; NHS National Services 
Scotland and NHS Health Scotland.

For more information contact 
nss.sustainabilityscotland@nhs.net

Inspired by this success, staff at the NHS National 
Services Scotland (NSS) headquarters in Gyle 
Square, Edinburgh sought to bring this approach 
to a modern office block. The block is shared 
between NSS, Health Improvement Scotland, Health 
Scotland and the Scottish Ambulance Service and 
incorporates a large open ‘square’ in the centre of 
the building that was, up until this project only very 
rarely accessed by any staff. The project exemplifies 
the use of greenspace for health and wellbeing 
and biodiversity benefits in a restricted space. The 
aim was to produce a space that could be used for 
outside meetings, breaks and to enjoy a variety of 
activities outdoors.

We recognise the health and therapeutic 
benefits of greenspace and seek to improve 
the quality and accessibility of greenspace 
on our estate and to encourage more use of 
greenspace by patients, staff, visitors and 
members of the local community.
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For more information contact 
nss.sustainabilityscotland@nhs.net

KEY IMPACTS
The courtyard was opened to staff during summer 2019 
and now provides additional social and meeting space 
with good links from the indoor canteen to outdoor 
eating space. Achieving these outcomes has also 
resulted in increased biodiversity value, an improved 
courtyard microclimate, better rainwater management 
and an opportunity to demonstrate best practice in 
simple sustainable design solutions. 

A further survey will be issued once staff have had an 
opportunity to experience the courtyard, which will 
provide valuable information on the contribution of the 
improved courtyard to improvements in staff health and 
wellbeing and access to the outdoors.

LESSONS

•  This project has highlighted that, even on the smallest 
site, greenspace can be used and developed to realise 
health and wellbeing (and potentially business) benefits 

•  The project has also highlighted that ‘outside’ office 
space can and should be considered in the same way 
as a spare room would be inside an office. Both indoor 
and outside spaces can be a useful asset for  
a business. 

Match ‘seedcorn’ funding is available to all NHS Health 
Boards to develop and enhance their outdoor space for 
use by staff, visitors, patients and the local community. 
For more information please contact Anne Lumbe,  
Green Exercise Partnership Project Manager  
Anne.Lumb@nature.scot

ACTIONS

A number of key staff were involved in the development  
of the project, including members of the Senior 
Management Team, Strategy and Governance, Finance, 
Customer Engagement, Healthy Working Lives and the 
Building User Group, supported by sustainability staff in 
Health Facilities Scotland.

A business case for the project was developed which 
made the case for turning the courtyard area from a 
liability to an asset. It demonstrated ways to save money 
on maintenance whilst supporting healthy working lives 
by making the space inviting, useable and accessible. The 
business case included an NHS Health Scotland Place 
Standard assessment. 

Consultation with staff was also a key element of the 
project. Short surveys were circulated to the Building 
User Group and to all staff based at Gyle Square, which 
highlighted how the space was felt to be unappealing, 
how little it was used and how difficult it was to access. A 
consultation engagement event was also held with initial 
proposals and designs presented to staff to get their 
feedback on options. 

The final design incorporated: 

•  A new accessible path linking either side of the  
courtyard

•  Large planters around the perimeter with a variety  
of native trees and shrubs

•  Attractive seating benches

•  A wildflower meadow to add colour and increase 
biodiversity value 

•  A grassed area for staff to sit in warmer weather

•  A large raised deck area with additional seating 

The project was funded with contributions from NHS 
National Services Scotland, Healthcare Improvement 
Scotland and NHS Health Scotland and match funding 
was secured from the Green Exercise Partnership 
(GEP). The contract to undertake the work was won by 
a Scottish-based social enterprise that increases social 
inclusion for people affected by mental health, learning 
difficulties and socially disadvantaged young people. 
As a result, the project also made a contribution to 
supporting the wider community (another key element 
of sustainability).


