[image: image1.jpg]


Historic Landscape Project - Southeast 

COUNTRY PARKS

This handout is written to accompany the presentation ‘Country Parks’, available to download from the AGT website.

Origins

Following the growth of leisure and recreation post-war, there was concern from politicians and policy makers that the growth of leisure and recreation would put big strain on roads and infrastructure.  Not everyone had easy access to countryside.  Country parks were set up through The Countryside Act 1968 with government grant aid for creation and improvement.  It was hoped that they would ease pressure on National Parks and sensitive landscapes and act as as ‘honeypots’ to draw people into the countryside.  The Countryside Commission were given the duty to provide facilities for enjoyment of countryside, enhance natural beauty, and secure public access for recreation.
However, there is no definition of what constitutes a country park.

There has been a slow recognition of the role that country parks have played in safe-guarding parkland from development.  The habitat value, also now recognised, tends to dominate as an issue over the historic environment.  There is often an overlap between Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) and country parks.
By 1995 Countryside Commission and partners had 220 Country Parks and 260 picnic sites – these  were not necessarily all owned by county councils.

Decline and Renaissance

Funding assistance was withdrawn by the Countryside Commission in 1992.  This led to the inevitable decline of the fabric of the parks.

The Countryside Commission merged with the Rural Development Agency in 1999 to become the Countryside Agency, (who in turn merged with English Nature to become Natural England).

As a result of the commissioning by the Countryside Agency of the Urban Parks Forum (GreenSpace) and the Garden History Society to produce a report Towards a Country Parks Renaissance in 2003, the Country Parks Network (CPN) was set up to support the appropriate management of country parks.
Characteristics (2003 survey)

· Most commonly found landscape types are woodland, parkland and grassland

· Most common previous land use is agricultural, estate/parkland, or industrial sites

· 60% of responding Country Parks (2003) reported having some kind of historic designations within the boundary

· Nature conservation designations include 

· Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI)

· National and Local Nature Reserves

· Sites of nature conservation interest and 

· Sites of biological importance
· Key designations of interest for CGTs, being most useful in historic conservation terms are:

· Conservation Area

· National Parks

· AONBs 

· Green Belt land (as there is a presumption in favour of maintaining the landscape character of an area) 

· Archaeological significance and local significance are also pointers of historic importance.

Key Funders

· Local Authority

· English Heritage

· Lottery Funds

· Natural England (through land stewardship schemes)

· Income generation activities 
Management                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            Management plans have been developed for many country parks, but not all.  The Green Flag scheme can also apply, as well as a Natural England accreditation scheme.

The Role of CGTs

The historic interest of a country park could usefully be supported by CGTs, particularly as the emphasis is often on biodiversity.  CGTs could:

· Identify all Country Parks within the county and management structure, including the existence of a Users Group

· Identify existence of Conservation Management Plans, or similar, and review for historic interest sections

· Write to flag interest in future involvement by CGT in management plan commissioning or review

· Talk to HER officers/ CP staff and consider possibilities of themed research approach for CGT researchers

· Consider promotion of Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) – could pay for up to 80% of costs of a parkland plan (a version of a conservation management plan that covers parkland only).

Further Reading

Lambert, D The History of the Country Park, 1966 – 2005: Towards a Renaissance?  Landscape Research Vol31, No 1 43-62 January 2006  (available for download through the Natural England website: www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/enjoying/places/countryparks/renaissance.aspx
Sections 2 and 3 probably most useful in giving context.
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