
Protecting Historic Parks 
and Gardens
The role of the Gardens Trust and 
County Gardens Trusts

Gardens Trust training presentation, adapted from a 2019 talk by Margie Hoffnung, 
Conservation Officer at the Gardens Trust

1



This presentation will outline how the Gardens Trust’s Conservation Team works and 
how it interacts with the County Gardens Trusts (CGTs), working together to prevent 
unsuitable developments which could spoil, or even destroy, the places we all value 
so greatly.

We will describe what we do to fulfil our obligation as statutory consultee for historic 
parks and gardens; look at the casework log, which records each planning case; and 
look at the roles of the two conservation staff and how we relate to CGTs.

Without the local knowledge of CGTs, unsuitable developments CAN CREEP IN, 
literally without us realising, and those places we all value so greatly, are spoiled or 
even lost completely. 
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STATUTORY STATUS

Before granting permission for development, LPAs are 
required to consult the Gardens Trust and Historic 
England for any sites on Historic England’s Register of 
Parks and Gardens of Special Historic Interest.

Requirement for consultation: Article 12/Schedule 4 of 
the Town and Country Planning (Development 
Management Procedure) (England) Order 2015.

Historic England with regard to Grades I and II* sites
The Gardens Trust with regard to Grades I, II* and II 
registered sites.

consult@thegardenstrust.org
margiehoffnung@thegardenstrust.org

Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) are required to consult the GT for development 
affecting all grades of Registered landscapes. All notifications go to the email 
addresses at the bottom of the slide: Alison Allighan, Conservation Casework 
Manager, and Margie Hoffnung – Conservation Officer.
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WHAT IS THE REGISTER?

- Established 1984

- Has no statutory force

- Lists and grades gardens which still retain special 
historic interest so that planning & highway 
authorities, and developers can try to safeguard them 
when planning new development generally

- Approx 1,800 entries for Parks & Gardens

- The National Heritage List for England is the only 
official and up-to-date statutory list of all protected 
historic buildings and sites in England

If a designed landscape is ‘Registered’, that means that it is included in Historic 
England’s ‘Register of Parks and Gardens of Special Historic Interest in England’. 
Registered landscapes are included in the National Heritage List, which also contains 
approx. 500,000 or so scheduled buildings, nearly 50 protected wrecks, and 46 
registered battlefields, as well as World Heritage Sites. 
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PROBLEMS FOR LOCAL AUTHORITIES

• 33% drop in conservation staff in Local Authorities 
since 2006

• Remaining staff are time-poor

• Staff lack in-depth conservation knowledge

• Staff sometimes unaware of GT as statutory consultee 
& do not always notify us of applications

• Rapid staff change-over means that carefully nurtured 
relationships with LAs often short lived

Local Authorities are under incredible pressure. A PhD thesis written by Victoria 
Thompson, now Head of National Strategy at Historic England, provided a host of 
invaluable statistics. The research quantified what had been anecdotally felt by CGTs 
& GT. 
In March 2018, the National Audit Office estimated that if LPAs keep draining 
reserves at the current rate, one in ten will have exhausted their reserves in three 
years’ time, i.e. in 2021! 
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THREATS TO REGISTERED PARKS & GARDENS

There is a huge range of potential threats to historic parks and gardens, and we have 
looked at these in more detail in other presentations. 
To summarise, some of the most common threats to HPGs are:
• Road schemes (image top right shows a proposed road scheme across the 

landscape at Grade I Registered Painshill Park, Surrey)
• Dereliction and poor management
• Multiple ownership of estates

Bottom right and middle: dilapidated stables and walled garden at Tottenham, 
Marlborough (Grade II*)
Left: Glamping at Grade I Warwick Castle
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THREATS TO REGISTERED PARKS & GARDENS

Other threats include:
• Ad hoc unsympathetic development, from housing schemes, or schools (top left: 

Gatton School buildings, Surrey, in a Grade II landscape; top right: unsympathetic 
1970s gym building constructed overlooking the Grade I gardens at Westonbirt 
School, Gloucestershire), or sports venues (bottom right: the new Stamford Bridge 
football stadium now looms over Grade I Brompton Cemetery) 

• Wind turbines (bottom left: a turbine inserted into Turner’s painting of Bolton 
Abbey, to show how the proposed development would have affected the historic 
view)

Added to these are schemes like HS2; multi-purpose trails through Registered parks 
and gardens, funded by Sport England grants; enabling development; and many 
others. You get the picture.
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PUBLIC PARKS

PUBLIC 
PARKS

Top left is how we would like to think all our public parks looked…but the other 
images show what is all too often the reality.

The best data on the state of parks at this time comes from the Public Parks 
Assessment (PPA) initiated by HLF (now the NLHF), and published by the Urban Parks 
Forum in 2001.  It tracked parks from 1980 to 2000 and the losses it reveals (‘lost, 
unused or abandoned’) are still shocking.  
High maintenance features were the principal casualties – 50% of fountains, 57% of 
bandstands, and nearly 70% of municipal glasshouses; along with nearly 29% of the 
public toilets, shelters and pavilions.
But in addition 46% of boathouses, 27% of tennis courts, 31% of putting greens; 22% 
of lodges, 27% of ornamental gates and 56% of paddling pools had been closed or 
demolished. 
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NON-DESIGNATED HERITAGE ASSETS

It is not just sites on the Register which are at risk, but sites of local importance too, 
for example:
WWII fortifications on the Isle of Wight (top left)
Ancient field patterns (top right)
Old orchards, like this one in Berkeley Vale, Gloucestershire (bottom left)
And medieval ridge and furrow farming (bottom right).

And it would not be an exaggeration to say that the Register could be grown by at 
least 30% by adding new sites deserving of Registration. 
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THE GARDENS TRUST

A UK national charity dedicated to the research and
conservation of designed landscapes and to campaigning
on their behalf.

Formed in 2015 from the merger of the Garden History
Society and the Association of Gardens Trusts.

As the statutory consultee in England for all grades of
Registered parks and gardens, the GT plays a key
conservation role, and more widely supports the County
Gardens Trusts in protecting and conserving our
landscape heritage.

In order to fulfil its objectives as statutory consultee for RPGs, the Gardens Trust’s 
Board has various committees which deal with different aspects of our remit. The 
Conservation Committee, which meets 4 times a year, fulfils this role with regard to 
planning matters.  There are 10 members, drawn from many fields, with a wide 
variety of expertise, some from LPA backgrounds, some academic, some conservation 
professionals, as well as two GT staff members : The Conservation Officer (Margie 
Hoffnung) and the Conservation Casework Manager (Alison Allighan). Observers 
(including a rep from Historic England) and Historic Landscape Project staff are also 
generally present, and occasionally members of other GT Committees.  
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CONSERVATION COMMITTEE 
PLANNING OBJECTIVES 

• Fulfilling the requirements of being a statutory 
consultee on planning applications impacting on RPGs 
of all grades

• Maintaining the Casework Log by registering planning 
application consultations and gathering information on 
the outcomes and decisions 

• Commenting on major planning applications 

• Involving and supporting CGTs to respond in 
appropriate cases 

The two conservation staff work together to respond to planning applications which 
may affect Registered parks and gardens.

The Conservation Casework Manager (CCM) puts together our weekly casework log,
and the Conservation Officer (CO) makes sure that as far as possible, all applications 
received by the GT are responded to appropriately. GT staff have limited hours and 
cover the whole of England. 

We will now look at the planning objectives one by one.
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THE CASEWORK LOG:
REGISTERING PLANNING APPLICATIONS

Unique database which records all planning consultations 
received by the GHS/GT since April 2002 

and the responses made

Crucial to get applications onto Casework Log so they are
appropriately responded to and included in HE figures

The Casework Log underpins all of the GT’s conservation work. It is put together by the 
Conservation Casework Manager (CCM), who collates all applications sent to the GT by LPAs 
and other sources. It is distributed weekly to all CGTs and other appropriate organisations.  

Each case is allocated a category (here FOOTPATH/CYCLEWAY), used to monitor 
trends/statistics for HE.  

The CCM collates all responses and keeps the Casework Log up to date.  To date (June 2020) 
over 27,000 cases have been logged. The number of applications responded to rises each 
year, from 1,782 in 2017-18, to 1,940 in 2019-20.  

Since the 2017 upgrade to the log, it is now searchable by property, application type, by 
specific words etc.  We hope this will be a very useful tool for CGTs.  The CCM has been 
training CGTs to be able to enter their own responses and it is hoped that eventually all CGTs 
will be able to use the Log in this way.
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CONSERVATION CASEWORK MANAGER ROLE 

• Follow up any applications with CGTs where degree of
harm uncertain

• CGTs let her know whether OK for a ‘no comment’
response (in many instances, examination of a
planning application ends in the conclusion that there
is no need to respond with comments. CCM will then
send a ‘No Comment’ response as this will mean that
the planning officer is not waiting for a response, and
will make it clear that the Gardens Trust and the
appropriate County Gardens Trust are nevertheless
alert to threats.

The CCM liaises with individual CGTs and if they are not going to comment on an 
application the CCM sends the ‘No Comment’ response on behalf of the GT. The GT 
has template response letters which the CCM sends out regularly (these are available 
on the GT website too) along with a summary monthly Casework Notes document 
which lists in full all responses made to planning applications during the previous 
month, both from individual CGTs and also the GT.  

The CCM enters into the Casework Log all responses made by either GT or CGT and 
inputs the outcomes of planning applications, where known.  We do not have the 
time to follow up every case and list outcomes.  It is a struggle to keep up just with 
responses.
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CONSERVATION OFFICER ROLE

• Difficult, major or sensitive applications are 
considered by the GT’s Conservation Officer

• Having read all the online documentation, CO will 
summarise thoughts in an email to whoever looks at 
planning applications in the relevant CGT and, after 
consultation with them, will draft a response

• If necessary, CO will consult with other Conservation 
Committee members and liaise with HE, other 
Amenity Societies or relevant experts

• CO and CGTs increasingly are involved in pre-
application discussions, which is extremely helpful

The CCM will forward applications likely to be troublesome to the CO, immediately 
upon receipt.  The CO will then liaise directly with the relevant CGT and get a local 
perspective.  The CO can very rarely visit sites in person as she has limited time and 
covers cases across England. She relies heavily upon CGT’s local knowledge.  

In some instances where additional expertise is required members of the 
Conservation Committee or other experts living more locally to the site will visit on 
behalf of the GT, to help the CO compose a suitable response.  

The CO also works part time for the GT’s Historic Landscape Project, which supports 
CGTs directly, and at training and networking events. This role helps the CO to get to 
know the CGTs, which is important as much of her work is tied up in strong 
relationships between the GT/CGTs/other amenity groups etc.
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GT’S PLANNING 
LEAFLET

Sent out to all LPAs by 
the GT and as a 
‘reminder’ if the GT not 
consulted

The GT’s planning leaflet ‘The Planning System in England and the Protection of 
Historic Parks and Garden: Guidance for Local Planning Authorities’ was printed in 
2016 and updated in 2019 and is available both as a PDF and also in hard copy. Much 
thought went into how much detail to include : too much would risk it being chucked 
way; too little would not be useful enough.  

The leaflet: 
• sets out the context of the protection of historic parks and gardens and the GT’s 

Statutory Consultation requirements; 
• advises how LPAs can meet their obligations. 
• uses HE’s conservation principles to show how to determine significance  
• includes a checklist of various stages in planning applications, documenting the 

actions required at every stage.
• Rounds up with a list of other tools : Local Plans/Local lists/CGTs/GT/HE including 

contact information.
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GT CAMPAIGNS

Public parks are under increasing threat – HLF grants specifically for public parks have 
now stopped. In 2016, the GT was invited to take part in a Government Select 
Committee looking at the challenges facing the parks sector (including funding 
reductions & their impact, competing demands/tensions between park users; 
physical and mental health & wellbeing etc).  The GT produced a report: ‘Uncertain 
Prospects: Public Parks in the New Age of Austerity’. 

We have initiated, or worked with other groups on several other national campaigns, 
including ‘Vulnerability Brown’, produced at the end of the ‘Capability’ Brown 
tercentenary year; and are working in association with Historic England on Modern 
Landscapes: Compiling the Record of Mid to Late Twentieth Century Landscapes. 
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www.thegardenstrust.org

The GT has revamped its website.  As far as the planning/conservation work is 
concerned on the home page you can see the ‘resource hub’.  If you click on that, it 
opens up to a whole mass of information, from monthly casework log summaries 
showing applications and responses, handouts on many aspects of GT work, 
presentations from our various training days and meet-ups
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WHAT ARE COUNTY GARDENS TRUSTS?

▪ 36 County Gardens Trusts

▪ Autonomous charitable 
organisations which are all 
members of the GT

▪ Membership varies from 45 
to 400+ per CGT

▪ Total membership >7500

▪ Research & Recording Groups 

▪ Conservation Groups

▪ Education and working with 
schools

▪ Events and garden visits      
(and GREAT teas!)

There are 36 CGTs – one for each county in England. They are all members of the 
Gardens Trust, which also has individual members.  We also have close links with the 
Welsh Historic Gardens Trust and Scotland’s Garden and Landscape Heritage.  CGTs 
are involved in a range of activities, but all are individually structured and governed 
and pursue their own particular interests.
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CGT RESEARCH AND RECORDING

• Researching local landscapes

• Site survey and recording

• Statements of Significance

• Writing up concisely, consistently, professionally

• Local listing

• Historic Environment Records

CGTs are busy researching local landscapes that would otherwise go unrecognised (as 
well as ones of national importance).
This work includes research days in the archives, but also involves walking the ground 
with a site survey and recording what survives in the landscape today as well as 
finding the details of its past.

CGTs and their research work are also at the forefront of the conservation move to 
ensure an understanding of the significance of sites.

And of course, what you’ll see about CGT research is that, increasingly, work is 
written up concisely, consistently and professionally. Many CGTs make sure that their 
work joins up with the planning system by entering it in local lists, HERs and PGUK .
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CGT PUBLICATIONS

CGTs also produce published work, showcasing the quality of their research. 
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Friends of Jellicoe Water Gardens, Hemel Hempstead, 
Hertfordshire Gardens Trust

CGT NETWORKS & PARTNERSHIPS

CGTs sometimes team up with other groups to help protect vulnerable sites.

Kate Harwood, of Herts GT, started a campaign to protect the Jellicoe Water Gardens 
from development. She helped to establish a Friends group and started the ‘Save the 
Serpent’ campaign.
Not only did they succeed in stopping the proposed development, but they also 
encouraged the local council to apply for an HLF grant to restore it, which led to the 
gardens’ removal from the Heritage at Risk Register.
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CONSERVATION VALUE OF CGT RESEARCH

Parlington, Yorkshire

The research undertaken by CGTs can be directly responsible for saving historic 
designed landscapes from development.

A Yorkshire GT member who had researched Parlington put it forward for urgent 
Registration, due to an application for up to 5000 houses and associated roads within 
the park.  

Spot-Registration of the site in 2017 was challenged by the developer, who wanted 
the designation to be reversed, but happily, when the Registration was revisited it 
was actually amended with additions highlighting the significance and survival of the 
former deer park and the arable land. The proposed development of hundreds of 
houses was deleted from the Leeds County Council site allocation plan (SAP) by HM 
Inspectors. 

As an aside, the GT conducted a membership survey in autumn 2018 which 
overwhelmingly found that members felt that conservation and planning work was 
the most valuable thing the GT does (82% of members), followed closely by research 
(78%), so this reinforces the importance of the conservation work undertaken by the 
GT and CGTs.
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@thegardenstrust

@thegardenstrust

www.thegardenstrust.org

All materials produced by The Gardens Trust and its predecessor organisations are 
available for free download and reuse for non-commercial purposes. 

All such materials are subject to the © copyright of The Gardens Trust and may not be used 
for any commercial purpose without the permission of The Gardens Trust.
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