What is Significant about Significance?
It’s getting increasingly difficult to avoid discussions on conserving our historic park and gardens without finding ourselves faced with the question ‘But what is significant about it?’  

Cadw and English Heritage (EH) have both produced guidance on why it’s important to understand the significance of a landscape.  They argue, perfectly reasonably, that it is difficult to know what it is that we are trying to conserve if we don’t know what it is about a site that is important.  Once we know what it is that makes a site special, then we can begin to find ways to conserve this, or manage changes to ensure that they have as little impact as possible on these special qualities.  When we research a landscape and visit in order to record what is extant, that is the perfect opportunity to work out what is significant about a site, and what features remain that embody that significance.

This approach to understanding a site has now been enshrined in planning policy too.   The requirements of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), which now underpins all planning decisions in England and Wales, must be taken into account in all planning decisions.  Whilst significance is touched on all the way through the NPPF, it starts off laying out core principles, including that planning should “conserve heritage assets in a manner appropriate to their significance, so that they can be enjoyed for their contribution to the quality of life of this and future generations’.  So, if we want to conserve our historic designed landscapes, and explain to others what it is about them that needs to be conserved, we need to be able to articulate their specialness!

Cadw and EH offer us some principles to help with managing change to historic landscapes: Conservation Principles.  We can usefully describe a landscape in terms of where its importance lies, what values we can give it.  So, think about a designed landscape you know well and see if it displays any of the following: 

Evidential value: the potential to yield new evidence about past human activity; how it matters for future research – the humps and bumps of garden archaeology are a good example of this

Historical value: the ways in which a site is connected to past events and people; how it tells our national story – this could be with an artist, designer, writer etc, or be a place that evokes or illustrates past events, such as Petworth, West Sussex, which was extensively painted by Turner   
Aesthetic value: the way a place can give us sensory and intellectual stimulationow people respond emotionally – it doesn’t necessarily have to be beautiful in the traditional sense! Its appeal might be designed or fortuitous. So many wonderful examples spring to mind – of whole landscapes or single features!

Communal value: the meanings we give to a place through our collective experience or memory of it; how it brings people together - this is particularly important for landscapes we cherish locally or places with spiritual value.

So how can we make sure that our research gets to the bottom of what is significant about the landscape?  When you have completed your research and really understand its historic development and current survival, ask yourself what it is that makes this landscape special. You could follow the list of values (not all of them might be relevant) and write some short bullet points - include this with your research report as it will really help your CGT to work out what needs protecting and what can be changed without having a hugely negative effect on the specialness of the place. This crucial step can make all the difference to your CGT when responding to planning applications or talking to owners – and your efforts might just provide the important nuggets of information that prevent a vulnerable landscape from losing what makes it special.

You can find more detailed information on how you might go about this on the ‘Significance’ section of the CGT ‘Web Forum’ – a section of the AGT website that you can register to use by going to www.gardenstrusts.org.uk/hlp.html
You can also read more about Conservation Principles and significance at http://www.english-heritage.org.uk/professional/advice/conservation-principles/
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