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Since 2010, the Government has abdicated its role in providing leadership. There has
been a complete absence of strategic responsibility at Government level since the
closure of CABESpace in 2011. The Design Council, which was charged with taking
over CABE’s responsibilities, ignored the remit of CABESpace. The closure of
CABESpace was followed in 2013 by the loss of Green Space, the charity which
represented parks interests, largely due to a lack of Government support.
In recognition of mounting concern, the House of Commons Communities and Local
Government Select Committee announced in July 2016 that it would hold an inquiry
into the future of public parks. At the time of writing, the Committee had received
384 submissions from every sector of society, as well as a 273,000-signature petition,
demonstrating the high value placed on public parks across the country and the
breadth of concern over the current crisis.
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When there is the chance that a development proposal may be approved, there is
little motivation within local authorities to invest time or money in that site. If such
proposals are unsuccessful, councils often find that the condition of the site has
deteriorated in the meantime and the cost of repair increased proportionately. In
some instances, this process is repeated numerous times with the cycle of proposals
planning consultations, and campaigns, pushing the park into a deeper state of
dereliction every time
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Between 1996, when the Heritage Lottery Fund announced a new £50m Urban Parks
Programme and 2010, when the new coalition Government embarked on its austerity
programme and imposed unprecedented cuts on local government budgets, there
was a renaissance in the public parks and gardens of the UK. So far over £850m has
been invested by the National Lottery alone.
Although local authority budgets are being cut, the HLF and Big Lottery Fund have
thus far continued to fund the conservation, restoration and regeneration of public
parks. In fact, as local authorities have come under increasing pressure and as other
sources of capital funding, such as the European Regional Development Fund, have
become more elusive, the National Lottery has become the de facto ‘last funder
standing’.

4

the economic value of good parks in terms of economic activity in surrounding areas,
value for money, attractiveness to inward investment, and property values;
the social value in terms of social cohesion, crime reduction, quality of life, education
and health; and
the environmental value in terms of biodiversity, carbon capture, pollution and urban
drainage.
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10-15 million endowment. Needs to be about 10x that.
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The protection of parks in the planning system remains weak. Every year, the
Gardens Trust receives some 1600 planning applications that affect registered parks
and gardens and this figure is expected to rise. Those consultations only relate to
registered parks and gardens and the vast majority of public parks are unregistered.
Recognition of the national significance of the few must be matched by recognition of
the local significance of the many.
A good number of non-registered parks are included on local lists, to which many
county gardens trusts have contributed, and these in turn are often the subject of
some measure of protection in the local plan. However, there remains a harmful void
between the value local people place on their parks and the value placed on them by
government, both national and local.
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Friends play a more pivotal role in the promotion and protection of public parks.
Their importance is now widely recognised by Government, the HLF and local
authorities. Although involvement of local people and communities was always
encouraged by the HLF - and indeed the formation of Friends groups is now a
condition of Parks for People grants - the loss of local authority personnel and
reductions in routine maintenance since 2010 have placed increasing demands on
them. While there aremany benefits from this direct community involvement,
including the cultivation of a sense of ownership among local people who gain a more
direct say in the future of their local park, these cannot be taken for granted.

* Millennium Greens, an initiative by the Countryside Agency to transfer small areas
of local authority-owned land to local communities was launched in 1996 with the
aim of creating 250 new public open spaces by 2000. Today, many struggle to raise
enough money to fund even baseline maintenance tasks, such as grass cutting. The
Countryside Agency’s successor, Natural England, concluded that too many of the
Greens were unsustainable, leading to abandonment. In some instances the local
authority has become the trustee of the Green.
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