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Due to a family commitment philip White sends his apologies for not being able to be here today but has asked me to deliver this report on his behalf.

The Hestercombe Gardens Trust manages three period gardens and Hestercombe House near Taunton in Somerset. Established in 1997 it receives over 90,000 visitors a year, has 8,000 individual members and, for the last 14 years, has had a permanent part-time archivist.

Parks and Gardens UK was set up in 2006 under the auspices of the Association of Gardens Trusts to create a national database of historic designed landscapes. The project was funded by a £1 million grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund but with very limited opportunity to raise on-going maintenance costs. This resulted in P&GUK becoming no longer financially viable, which in turn has led to the Hestercombe Gardens Trust agreeing to take over the database from 30th September this year.

On the 2nd September the Heritage Lottery Fund formally announced that they were to make £98,000 available as transition funding to support the transfer of the Parks and Gardens database to the Hestercombe Gardens Trust.

P&GUK ceased trading on 30th September and the Hestercombe Gardens Trust is now in the process of agreeing a novation agreement with the HLF which will ensure that  the HGT take over P&GUK with all the conditions and obligations enshrined in the original grant. In parallel, HGT and P&GUK will agree a Database Transfer agreement that will enable HGT to take over the database, domaines, archives etc currently owned by P&GUK. Until this process is completed HGT has no access to any of the data or data systems.

It has been known for some time that the parks and gardens data set urgently required to be transferred to an up-to-date database and placed on a modern, secure server. Also the website, which I think most will agree is not user friendly and makes accessing information from the database difficult, will need to be completely redesigned including being made mobile compatible.

While this work is being undertaken HGT will contact all County Gardens Trusts and organise a series of workshops to determine the best way forward for the website and to reconnect with CGT recorders and surveyors to restart the collecting and inputting of data.

Unfortunately, and to a large extent due to financial constraints, P&GUK has been drifting  for the last few years and, as a result, a number of CGTs have been starting to consider whether they should create their own databases.  Although understandable under the circumstances, this would clearly be highly detrimental to the original vision of creating a publicly available national database of designed landscapes.

HGT completely understands the frustration that has led to several CGTs considering this option but would wish to clearly state its determination to realise the original ambition of the website and its desire to work with CGTs to develop a model that is not only of national standing but also reflects and caters for their individual county’s needs and aspirations.

The P&GUK database currently costs £22,000/year to maintain and these costs are likely to rise with the introduction of improved and expanded data inputting.

The creation of the P&GUK database took three years and a considerable amount of labour to achieve and now has 9,200 individual sites and receives 500,000 visits a year to its website. In order to maintain free access to the information on the P&GUK it is planned to introduce limited and appropriate advertising to the website as well as developing a premium listing for gardens open to the public in order to generate the income required to ensure that the database is sustainable into the future.

As I mentioned earlier this was a visionary and hugely ambitious project when it was first conceived. Now after 10 years it needs reassessing, editing and re-energising in order that it fulfils its potential and retains and maintains its position as the leading repository of data on parks, gardens and designed landscapes in the world.

I feverently hope and trust that the County Gardens Trusts together with their teams of recorders will continue to support this great and unique endeavour and that in partnership with each other we can maintain and develop a dynamic, living dataset available to all.

Philip White, Chief Executive, Hestercombe Gardens Trust


