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Introduction
Our experience of researching parks and gardens has raised a number of issues which may have been experienced by other garden trusts, and be pertinent to the current discussions about closer working with related organisations. (Please note that this note was first drafted prior to receipt of Dominic Cole’s letter of 1st November.)
As a result of considering the issues in this paper we would be interested to know: 

· If the issues identified are widespread

· Of ideas that others have developed for tackling these issues

· If proposed shared working arrangements will help address the deficit in skills

· Whether there are, or are likely to be, resources available in the north west that we could utilise to support education and training for research and recording. 

Background
Cheshire Gardens Trust (CGT) started research and recording (R&R) Cheshire’s historic designed landscapes, parks and gardens in 2004. Initially the intention was to produce a gazetteer, but since then the Parks and Gardens (P&G) database has developed and so has our research and recording. We compared practice with other county garden trusts (Hertfordshire, and looked at Lancashire’s recording form), and have developed and improved what we do in discussion with our research and recording volunteers and Local authority and historic environment record officers.  Copies of completed site reports are sent to site owners, Cheshire Historic Environment Record, Local Authority Planning officers and Cheshire Archive and Local Studies. 
CGT currently has two research and recording groups and in addition has been working with two local NADFAS groups of Heritage Volunteers. The NADFAS groups have now ceased working on the project but a new NADFAS group has recently started. 

Issues

Issues relate to resourcing, skills, training and working with others. In no particular order of priority, the issues are:
1. Volunteer skills and training
In this region we do not have a network of people who have undertaken garden history courses - no Birkbeck graduates to recruit for research and recording! We have no RHS garden nor access to Garden Museum lectures. Though several of our volunteers have undertaken RHS Courses in Horticulture at Reaseheath College there remains a thirst for good lectures and other options for study. So though we have three volunteers with landscape backgrounds, and some volunteers are very good, our volunteers generally start from a low knowledge base. They need considerable training and support which we struggle to provide. 
We have arranged bespoke sessions at the county record office, a five week garden history course, training in site recording and recognising features of designed landscapes, how to use old maps and do map regression; we will do more, but it is a challenge. 

2. Introducing and recruiting volunteers 
Both CGT in its early days, and P&G database, have undertaken presentations encouraging potentially interested groups to become involved. The approach has been to create interest and enthusiasm so that people ‘sign up’. There is nothing wrong with raising awareness of very worthwhile and important research and recording projects. However in wishing to engage others the nature of the activity and skills required has often been underplayed. Raising awareness is one thing but engaging quite another. 

Perhaps these presentations should be viewed as a preliminary introduction but in the case of P&G database, who follows up? We know that P&G will provide database training but before volunteers start they need to have some understanding of landscape history and historic landscapes and to develop skills in research and recording. Our experience has been that those who sign up without a full explanation are frequently those who fall away. They may love gardens, plants, gardening and local history but this does not necessarily fit them for research and recording. Suggesting that just going out, taking a few pictures and uploading these is a simple way to start demeans the project and its integrity. How valuable is this and to whom? On starting out many volunteers do not know what they are looking for or at in a landscape. 
Best practice in volunteering is that volunteers should know what is involved when they start - what the role involves, what will be expected of them, what support will be given i.e. a full induction. It is not good practice to take anyone ‘with a pulse’. This can lead to disillusionment on the part of the volunteer, waste their time and make poor use of scarce project resources.
3. Supporting other local groups
During 2011 we were approached by a local NADFAS group whose heritage coordinator had attended a presentation about P& G database. She was enthused and, though she did not want to be involved herself, was keen that her group took up the project - but where to start? She contacted CGT and asked if we could help. We have now attended two introductory sessions from which a small number of volunteers are making a start. Collectively they are tackling two or three sites that they have an interest in and once the research and recording on these is complete, they will consider whether they wish to go further - a sort of trial project without long term commitment. What has helped them, and us, is that through our experience of preparing guidance notes with other R&R groups, we have developed an information pack. The information pack, combined with CGT support in regular meetings and training, seems to be proving helpful. 
The issue here is the need for local support tailored to people’s needs and the project. In this instance CGT has been able provide this; it fits with our educational remit and charitable aims and by now we have some experience and some tools. Should other groups approach us for assistance it will stretch our resources. Each garden trust is different and other garden trusts may not be able to provide any assistance to local groups whose interest has been aroused through P&G presentations.

4. Privacy and the world wide web

Our experience has been that some volunteers, NADFAS members in particular, have concerns about the privacy and security of private owners. Although we always stress that the information we gather is in the public domain, that the Parks and Gardens database has procedures for respecting privacy, and that we give guidance on photographs and limit the inclusion of personal details, members of one group still felt, quite strongly, that placing information on the web was unacceptable and posed a security risk.

I am uncertain whether this is a local or more widely held view but what is certain is that these volunteers, apart from expressing their own feelings, are probably reflecting the views of acquaintances who own some of the properties we would like to record.  The threat to privacy and security may be more perceived than real but nevertheless it presents a problem in accessing sites and in obtaining support for the P& G database.
Partly as a result of these concerns and also due to our limited resources, we have ‘parked’ the issue of uploading information on the Parks and Gardens database for the time being, preferring instead to focus on raising awareness among owners and local authorities through our reports and making the information available through Cheshire Historic Environment Record and the County Record Office. 

5. Computer skills

There is a wide variance in the computer skills of volunteers. Many are self taught and learn from each other. Some volunteers have acquired skills through work, but are now retired and no longer wish to spend time at the computer! Others have access to computers but do not use them sufficiently to gain fluency. As a consequence though they might love the research, they find writing up reports difficult and time consuming, a real barrier, and one they are not keen to overcome. We now make it clear at the outset that some computer skills are necessary for project activities; we can help, and we do, but we cannot write up someone else’s research.
We suspect that this is a widespread problem. CGT provides training and support in many areas but we are not here to train people in computer skills, and indeed are not qualified to do so. “Computing for the Terrified” courses are available but not everyone actually wants to learn computer skills.
6. Ownership and responsibility for a local project 

This relates largely to our experience of working with NADFAS groups. NADFAS heritage projects, e.g. church recording, stately home conservation projects and record office volunteering, take place at the host organisation’s premises, under their auspices and direction and at regular times for a specified duration. In these circumstances the purpose, leadership and responsibility is well defined, and there is no doubting the effectiveness of the work of the NADFAS volunteer. 

CGT do not have premises so our experience has been that a NADFAS Heritage Volunteer gardens project it is likely to involve a number of related issues.
· Meetings in someone’s home to which we are invited guests. 
· Explaining to new groups what we do but they are not obliged to take this up.
· Sites and activities can be suggested, but the group may have their own agenda.
· Information is presented but there is a reliance on self selection to recruit volunteers.
· Much research and recording activity takes place outside meetings, working alone, in pairs or small groups. NADFAS members are busy people with varied interests and commitments. One leader asked how many hours the volunteers undertook for the project per month. They thought one hour. This was an underestimate but indicates a low level of activity. Progress is therefore slow and members have limited opportunity to learn through doing. 
· Outputs are limited, and having taken so long to complete a report, volunteers are not always ready to accept constructive feedback. We aim for a degree of consistency but not uniformity, recognising that each site and volunteer is different. However there are minimum standards which must be met if research and recording is to be of benefit to others.
With the relationship set up as described it is not always easy to for lead, monitor (in its widest sense) and ensuring the project meets its objectives. To date our experience has been that working with NADFAS groups absorbs a considerable amount of time but has limited tangible results.

Conclusion

CGT R&R volunteers are continually evaluating what they do and seeking to improve. We need to try and address those issues that it is in our power and within our remit to address, and to assess how to make best use of resources, or increase them. We would therefore, as stated at the beginning, be keen to learn:

· If the issues identified are widespread
· Of ideas that others have developed for tackling these issues

· If proposed shared working arrangements will help address the deficit in skills

· Whether there are, or are likely to be, resources available in the north west that we could utilise to support education and training for research and recording. 
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