
Conservation through 
research and recording
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As you probably know, historic parks and gardens are very vulnerable from poor 
management choices, development, or simply neglect. Don’t totally panic – there are 
lots of things going on that manage and reduce these threats, from things called 
conservation management plans (documents that set out a site’s history and how to 
look after it), to volunteers and professionals available to offer advice (including the 
Gardens Trust).
All of this protection is based on understanding and knowing about a site though –
it’s not appropriate to simply say no to all change, so we need to make informed 
decisions. You can imagine, research is obviously key to this. it is important that the 
sites and their histories are properly understood so we make good decisions.

One of the most helpful things you can do is to make sure that your research doesn’t 
just talk about the history of the site, but also recognises and records what is there 
now. This is so that people can use it to assess ways to look after the site today. It’s 
why we tend to talk not simply about research, but rather about ‘research and 
recording’. This session is based on the assumption that you are not only researching 
but also recording – walking around a site and surveying what is there now.
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BY UNDERSTANDING
the historic 
environment
people value it 

BY VALUING
it they will want to 
care for it

BY CARING
for it they will help 
people enjoy it

FROM ENJOYING
the historic environment 
comes a thirst to 
understand it

This is a  lovely diagram from Historic England, demonstrating the value of 

understanding to the conservation cycle.

Research is fun and interesting, but it is also really, really useful if used in the right 
way.
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So all research is great – we love it when it’s used for books, leaflets, tours, lectures.

But there are certain things you can do with it which convert it into a really powerful 
conservation tool.
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National designation
(‘Heritage List’ – ‘Register of Parks and Gardens of 
Special Historic Interest’, held by Historic England)

Locally listed 
(‘Local List’)

Historic Environment Record 
(‘HER’)

So, one of the main ways in this country that historic parks and gardens are offered some kind of 
protection (not enough!), is through the planning system. It can cover them at least a little for 
development (houses, visitor facilities, roads, quarrying), but not neglect or mismanagement.

In order to trigger the planning system, the historic park or garden needs to have some level of 
Designation – it needs to be categorised in some official way. (You are probably most familiar with 
Designation in hearing buildings referred to as ‘listed’.)

This slide is dull, but it sets out the very basic structure of the Designation system for historic parks 
and gardens. 

Let’s start at the bottom. In order to have a basic level of recognition within the English planning 
system, a site needs to qualify as a ‘heritage asset’. In order to qualify as a heritage asset it must be 
included on the Historic Environment Record (local records kept by each county authority). If a site is 
on the HER, it will then get at least a small amount of recognition and consideration.

Next tier of protection is if the local authority has also decided to include it on a Local List of sites – it 
has recognition as being important at a local level, and some protection as a result.

Highest tier is if it is recognised as being of national importance and is therefore on the national 
Heritage List. This is what buildings are on when they are described as ‘being listed’. In the case of 
historic parks and gardens, they are specifically in  a grouping called the ‘Register of Parks and Gardens 
of Special Historic Interest’, or ‘the Register’ for short. The Register is kept by an organisation called 
Historic England - (Historic England is an executive non-departmental public body of the British 
Government sponsored by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport. It is tasked with protecting 
the historical environment of England by preserving and listing historic buildings, ancient monuments 
and advising central and local government.)
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National Heritage List for England

399,472 Entries:
• 377,839 Listed Buildings
• 19,851 Scheduled Monuments

• 1,664 Registered Parks and Gardens
145 Grade I - 454 Grade II* - 1,065 Grade II

• 46 Registered Battlefields
• 53 Protected Wrecks
• 19 World Heritage Sites

Here’s a breakdown of the Heritage List, and you can see how the Register fits in for 
historic parks and gardens.

On the Register, there are lots of big gardens in the countryside (‘stately home’ type 
places), but also cemeteries, public parks and institutional landscapes created for 
hospitals, asylums and even 20th century university campuses.

The Register is a growing list, compiled and written by ‘experts’. Getting things 
accepted onto it is however a reasonably public-facing process so that anyone who 
knows enough can apply for something to go on the Register (an extremely selective 
acceptance process though), or indeed make amendments.
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https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1000383

This is part of the Heritage List entry for Flitwick Manor in Bedfordshire, on the 
Register, at Grade II. You can read this online – just google ‘Heritage List Flitwick 
Manor’. It was written in 1998, and there will already be things that people know 
now that they would have liked to been included all those years ago. 
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Each Register entry has a map showing the extent of the surviving designed 
landscape. 
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Local Lists

If a site is not nationally important, the next best thing is for it to be on a local list. A 
list held by a local authority of sites of local importance, giving them some protection 
in the planning system.

Local lists are often populated by volunteer groups.

For example, in the early 1990s, Kent Gardens Trust in association with Kent County 
Council produced a register of significant parks and gardens within the county (The 
Kent Gardens Compendium). This compendium has been of considerable benefit to 
the various planning departments in Kent in enabling them to identify sites which will 
need to be protected. This is common to many CGTs.
But KGT since felt that this register needed to be updated and formalised in greater 
detail, so embarked on the Kent Compendium Review Project. Since 2009, a group of 
volunteers have been trained to systematically research and record gardens identified 
as being of significant historical or social interest. Major gardens in the care of bodies 
such as the National Trust and English Heritage were excluded as they are already 
well documented, but all the reports are written up in an HE-approved format and 
lodged with the HER. Volunteers have now looked at parks and gardens in the areas 
covered by Tunbridge Wells Borough Council and Sevenoaks District Council and the 
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reports have been presented to the two councils and should provide valuable source 
material to the respective planning departments. They have also done some reports 
for Thanet District Council and are now engaged in a major project for Medway 
Council. They are very grateful to all the councils they have worked with for their 
support (which has often extended to finance). 

9



OK, so let’s move onto the Designation layer at the bottom of that boring slide – Historic Environment Records. 
Every HER is different.

What are HERs?: A county-based collection of information, textual and mapped, covering thousands of 
archaeological sites, fieldwork and other elements of the historic environment of the county.  
This picture is a screen grab of part of an entry, and I show it just to demonstrate complexity and layering!
They will attempt to gather all the different designations and features of the heritage asset.
The material comes from lots of different sources, including specific research groups such as those of CGTs, 
results of archaeological digs etc.
They then pull all this material together so if you search on a particular location it will bring up all the material for 
that location.

There are two main uses – as material for academics, researchers etc, but also to inform planners and planning 
decisions.

So, when a planner receives a planning application that may affect a historic site, the system (National Planning 
Policy Framework) requires them to assess it using their knowledge of that site. (Just to give you an idea, the kind 
of planning application that might come up could range from a historic property owner trying to build 12 houses 
in the corner of the site in order to raise money for a new clubhouse, to an application from a developer to build a 
tower block 0.5mile away that would dominate one of the key historic views.  
They will need to know more about the heritage site in a hurry, and will go to the HER as their main port of call. 

If we have ensured that the very best information is in the HER, then we will have armed our planners with the 
tools they need to assess and perhaps reject that application. 

But this isn’t just a matter of piling everything you have and know onto the HER. 
Planners are busy, stretched, under-resourced and usually historic designed landscapes aren’t their specialist 
subject 
They will not have the time to read a dissertation or dozens of separate bits of research and then digest it, so it is 
much better if you can also do the digesting and give them a short ‘executive summary’. 

This summary tends to be called a ‘Statement of Significance’ these days – we’ve looked at that in one of our 
earlier training packages.
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Conservation management plans

In caring for, or managing change in, historic parks, gardens and other landscapes, 
there are often many features, historic layers and diverse interests to consider.
Conservation management plans have been developed as a tool to help pull together 
an understanding of what matters and why, and how to conserve and manage it. 
From this informed basis, plans are then used to develop programmes of repair, 
restoration or to draw up proposals for change.
Conservation Management Plans (CMPs) are valuable tools for developing informed 
management strategies for historic designed landscapes, helping to avoid ad hoc 
poorly informed decisions, management and development.
CMPs typically include research on a site’s history, development and surviving state, 
and taken together they form a sizeable body of material on the UK’s historic 
designed landscapes.

Conservation management plans don't need to be lengthy documents but large and 
complex historic parks and gardens may require a range of research and survey 
information. The best plans are structured to meet the needs of the specific property 
and designed to be used for every day reference by staff managing the site.
Plans not only pull together and analyse the history of a landscape, they are also an 
important record in their own right.
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@thegardenstrust

http://bit.ly/facebookGT

www.thegardenstrust.org
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