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Programme 
• The origins of the WLGF - Steve Berry (Forum Founder/ex Natural England) 

 
• Highlights from the decade: a review of the Forum’s conferences and achievements - Steve Head (WLGF) 

 
• How far wildlife gardening and the Forum has come - Chris Baines (WLGF Patron) 

 
• The NHM Wildlife Garden findings in the last 20 years  - Duncan Sivell (NHM) 

 
• Show us your wildlife: garden design changes at RHS shows - James Alexander-Sinclair (RHS Show Judge) 

 
• Urban Buzz: a new pollinator project to bring back the buzz to our cities - Vicky Kindemba (Buglife) 

 
• Munching Caterpillars video  

 
• Plants for Bugs project: concept to outcome - Andy Salisbury (RHS/WLGF) 
  
• Managing domestic gardens collectively to promote urban biodiversity - Lee Dixon (University of 

Manchester)  
 

• Staying positive: working with communities and local councils - Jan Miller/Marc Carlton (WLGF) 
 

• Where next? The next 10 years for wildlife gardening and the Forum. Open session,  with expert panel. 
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The Origins of the WLGF 
Steve Berry, Founder 

When Steve Head invited me many months ago to talk about how the Wildlife 

Gardening Forum began, he was evidently confident that I’d be able to 

remember all about it. And when I accepted, I must have shared that 

confidence myself! In fact, I’ve found it surprisingly difficult to recall exactly 

what happened.  That’s partly no doubt because the Forum wasn’t part of a 

great strategic plan. It was, rather, something that emerged. 
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We have to go back a little to make sense of this. 
“Sexual intercourse began in 1963” wrote Philip Larkin. It 
didn’t; but you can see what he meant. This was the year 
the Beatles became a world-wide phenomenon; the 
beginning of the era of sex, drugs and rock and roll. 
 
In the same way, wildlife gardening didn’t actually start in 
1985 but it certainly felt like it. Chris Baines did not invent 
the concept – its roots go back even to the nineteenth 
century – but he was certainly the one who, more than 
anyone, put in on the map – through his book How to 
Make a Wildlife Garden, his television programme Blue 
tits and Bumblebees and his entry to the Chelsea Flower 
Show. All these were, remarkably, appeared in the golden 
year of 1985. It was a watershed.  
 
The dear old Nature Conservancy Council (NCC) wasn’t 
too far behind, with its excellent (if uninspiringly entitled) 
leaflet Wildlife-friendly gardening – a general guide.  
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From the early years of the new century, a small section of NCC’s successor body 
English Nature – the People and Wildlife Unit – concentrated on bringing people into 
contact with wildlife.  
 
Part of its responsibility was wildlife gardening and we published a whole stream of 
leaflets on the topic. These covered habitats you could create in gardens like 
Wildflower Meadows; Ponds; and Green Roofs; as well as the wildlife to be found 
there already or which you could hope to attract.  
 
Subjects included Dragonflies and Damselflies; Birds; Amphibians and Reptiles; 
Mammals; Minibeasts (a word, I think, actually invented by Chris Baines); and 
Butterflies and Moths. We also covered Composting; and Wildlife on Allotments.  
 
If Natural England hadn’t interrupted the flow when it replaced English Nature in 2006 
and ended the publication programme (and ultimately the entire People and Wildlife 
Unit) then we would have added other publications – on fungi; spiders; mosses and 
lichens and perhaps more besides.   
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We also worked with chains of garden centres and sank a lot of resources into a major 
stand at successive exhibitions at the Gardeners’ World show at the NEC. 
 
Two other good ideas emerged at English Nature during this period. One was what 
became the CD Gardening with Wildlife in Mind which came out in 2004 and the 
other was what developed into the Wildlife Gardening Forum.  
 
The CD – an illustrated inter-active database linking 300 “creatures” with 500 plants – 
could not have been produced under the later more restrictive regime of Natural 
England. It was begun without any very clear idea of how long it would take, nor how 
much it would cost. This might have been a rather risky undertaking, looking back, but 
it was certainly brave and it reflected the adventurous spirit which prevailed in the 
Unit and in English Nature generally.  
 
Certainly in many ways it was a huge success as more than 400,000 copies of the CD 
were distributed in a couple of years after the second edition was produced. A third 
edition, incorporating bird song and croaking frogs and toads fell foul of a combination 
of technical problems and the financial restrictions that Natural England had to 
introduce when its budget was slashed. 
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The Forum was also to some extent a leap in the dark.  

 

In the course of the work of the People and Wildlife 

Unit, its members had become increasingly aware of 

the multiplicity of organisations with an active interest 

in wildlife gardening. It wasn’t just the well-known 

national NGOs that were getting involved but many 

local bodies too. It struck us that each of these, working 

independently, were potentially overlapping and 

thereby wasting resources. Wouldn’t it be better, we 

thought, if those efforts could somehow be 

coordinated?  

 

It was a little arrogant perhaps but we thought English 

Nature might be in a good position to take the initiative. 

We had established ourselves as a major player in the 

field, we covered the whole area (ie, not concentrating 

on any single habitat or group of species or habitat) 

and, critically, we did have some resources to offer. 

Those were the days! 
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We resolved to explain our thinking in an introductory letter and to invite people to 
a general meeting. We invited every organisation we knew of which might be 
interested. In the event, not only did virtually all of them come but other bodies 
also that we hadn’t originally contacted. Evidently, the interest was even more 
widespread than we’d realised. There was standing room only at that first 
gathering! 
 
English Nature didn’t have a very clear idea itself of what it wanted out of this 
meeting - we certainly didn’t want to be seen as dictating to others what should 
happen – but there was such enthusiasm from the floor and so many good 
suggestions that the Forum took off almost immediately. A small group of people 
offered their services to develop the concept and within a short time had produced 
what we decided to term a Manifesto. We were very aware of the political 
overtones of the word but the choice was a universal one.      
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Joseph Heller said that nothing succeeds as planned but the converse can also be 
true. Things may sometimes succeed in ways unplanned! Strategies may suit some 
circumstances but have their limitations. Occasionally at least you should go with 
your gut instinct and take a chance. 
 
None of us at that first meeting imagined that the Forum would still be around 10 
years later, still less that it would have by that time organised nearly 20 Conferences, 
produced a regular Newsletter, an excellent website and have more than 800 
members. That it has persisted and expanded is due in no small part to the huge 
effort put in by its organisers and especially Steve Head.    
 
Attitudes towards wildlife gardening have changed for the better in the last decade. 
There’s a far greater awareness and a greater level of understanding. On a cautionary 
note, though, many of the issues that the Forum was concerned with 10 years ago – 
the loss of large gardens through piecemeal development; the paving over of 
gardens, especially in urban areas; and the continuing overuse of pesticides, 
herbicides and horticultural peat – are still current today and are likely to be for the 
foreseeable future. The Forum is well-placed, though, to tackle those problems and 
others that may – will – emerge. Let’s hope it endures for another few decades yet!  
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Highlights from the decade 

Steve Head, WLGF Co-ordinator 
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Private Gardeners 

Not for profit 

Govt/Education 

Commercial 

How is our membership made up? 
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Organisations Associated 

We currently have members who are employed by or 

volunteers from 382 different organisations 
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What we stand for 
To promote the conservation, protection and improvement of the physical and 
natural environment of gardens and their biological diversity. 
 
To advance the education of the public in the conservation, protection and 
improvement of the physical and natural environment and biodiversity of gardens 
and the consequent human health benefits. 
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Achievements include... 

• 19 Conferences • c. 30 Newsletters 
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• Planning Guidance 

Achievements include... 
• Media and science projects 
and competition 
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• Registered Charity 
Status 

Achievements include... 

• Fast developing 
website 

• Facebook and 
Twitter 

• Logo 
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Thank you! 

19 
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Thank you! 

Trustees 

Facial hair 
compulsory 
for all gents 
on the Board 

Steve Head           Helen Bostock       Laura Brook     Marc Carlton   Becky Groves 

Jan Miller                  Andy Salisbury    Adrian Thomas   Ken Thompson       Caroline Ware 
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How far we’ve come 

Chris Baines, naturalist, horticulturalist, 
broadcaster & writer 
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Chris Baines 
22 



Conference Proceedings: Nov 2015 For me, wildlife gardening has been a constant 

source of joy through my career, and 

‘gardening’ is absolutely central to my life. 

Indeed, I started my career as a horticulturist.  

Wildlife gardening for me and many is the 

practical interface between accessible wildlife 

and gardening. 

We might trace the beginnings of wildlife gardening to 

the Irish gardener William Robinson’s 1870 book “The 

Wild Garden” which described mixing hardy exotic with 

native plants to create naturalistic plantings. His 

innovative gardens at Gravetye Manor can still be visited, 

and are being extensively renovated.  Robinson’s ideas  

were very influential, but when I grew up, it was for 

ordinary gardeners still the era of formal planting and 

perfectly striped lawns - albeit interrupted for the 

wartime “Dig for Victory” campaign. 
23 



 As a horticulture student in 1969, I spent three years being taught how to kill off wildlife 

- biodiversity equated with pests or diseases. I was even taught how to eradicate 

bullfinches from Kent orchards where they attacked the fruit blossom.  My lecturer was 

proud to have been one of the team that developed the use of DDT.  The breakthrough 

began in 1985 with Miriam Rothschild’s passionate promotion of wild flower meadows, 

working with seedsmen Charles Flowers and John Chambers.  They kept chipping away at 

the RHS’s attitude to wild flowers through displays at the Chelsea Flower Show. 
24 
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1985 In the late 1970s, George Barker returned from 

the United States where he had seen the birth 

of a movement towards gardening for urban 

wildlife, and was appointed as Urban 

Programme Co-ordinator with the Nature 

Conservancy Council, so British conservation 

began to wake up to wildlife in cities.  At about 

that time I was moving to our new house and 

garden, with the opportunity to re-design and 

replant.  It took six months to persuade the 

BBC to take on the project of filming, but they 

eventually produced ‘Blue tits and Bumble-

bees’, and from this start I wrote ‘How to make 

a Wildlife Garden’ and entered a garden at the 

next Chelsea Flower Show.  Amusingly, the 

Chelsea award cited “To Chris Baines for a 

Wildfire Garden”, so the notion of a wildlife 

garden was clearly still a bit unfamiliar. 
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Wildlife gardening is now recognised as important in 

the British Isles, where 90% of people live in towns, 

and few have countryside nature on their doorstep, or 

experience the cycle of seasons. At the same time we 

have seen a growing paranoia among parents to let 

their children going out of sight, contrasted with the 

situation in the 1950s when I grew up, when in the 

holidays we would be driven out at 8am, and not 

expected back, covered in mud, until 6 in the evening. 

Now nature exposure is highly controlled, within for 

example a school garden environment.  We are now 

talking of Nature Deficiency Disorder, arising from our 

increasing separation from the natural habitats in 

which we evolved as a species.  Children lucky enough 

to have a garden to play in are a bit better off, and 

some enlightened schools get round Health and Safety 

concerns to provide a nature-enriched environment in 

which to learn.  Wildlife gardening is a matter of 

importance for society as well as nature. 
Chris’s mother in their garden.  26 



 

Wildlife gardening represents a fine 

blending of science and aesthetics.  I 

began the International Dawn Chorus 

Day over 30 years ago, when I invited 

friends to come to my garden at 4am 

on my birthday to share the chorus.  It 

is now held on the first Sunday in May 

every year, and organised by the 

Wildlife Trust for Birmingham and the 

Black Country. The best dawn choruses 

are heard in ancient woods and leafy 

suburbia, but even in the middle of 

Wolverhampton they are pretty good.  

Gardens provide a wonderful habitat 

mix of big mature trees, ponds, shrubs 

and lawns, creating a mosaic perfect 

for woodland edge bird species. 
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More recently, science has begun to show us that gardens are not mere paler reflections 

of natural habitats (if such things even exist in Britain) but are very significant habitats 

themselves. Most creatures don’t mind living amid a complex of houses and roads, 

especially if we make them better with lots of ponds, water, food and shelter.   

 

Many animals are now doing rather better in towns than in the country, where the arable 

fields can be blue with slug pellets in spring, costing the water companies a fortune in 

removing metaldehyde from drinking water. We know that blackcaps are now 

overwintering in this country, helped perhaps by climate change, but certainly by urban 

bird feeding.  Back in the 1950s, bird feeding was all about threading monkey nuts on a 

string, and hanging up half coconuts. There is now a very sophisticated range of food 

available.  25% of Garden Centre turn-over is now for wildlife products. 28 



  
Citizen science is coming into play, with all 

sorts of initiatives bringing in increasingly 

valuable data on population changes.  We 

are also learning how gardens act together 

to provide resources.  My garden for 

example lacks a lawn, but my neighbours 

have lawns so treated as a wider area, there 

is everything needed for wildlife.  The 

Wildlife Trusts are picking up on this - that 

urban environments need to be living 

landscapes as much as floodplains or 

uplands. 

29 
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CITIZEN SCIENCE 
 
• Garden butterfly survey 

 
• Big Garden Birdwatch 
 
• Great British Bee Count 

 
• Frogwatch 

 
• UK Ladybird Survey 

 
• Hedgehog Street 

 
 30 
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We can be subtle in our 

approach to urban greening.  

News of a daisy-chain 

championship was leaked to the 

Birmingham Post as “we were 

so lucky our Park was chosen ”, 

thereby putting the park on the 

spot, needing a large area of 

daisies.  These simply were not 

appearing due to active 

cropping by the park pond’s 

geese, but put up a temporary 

electric fence and there was a 

sea of white.  This has 

interested the Parks 

Department in creating a more 

naturalistic feel to their grassy 

areas. 

31 
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Now we have a great deal of scientific 
evidence, such as: 
 
• Jennifer Owen’s 
    Leicester Garden 

 
• Biodiversity in Urban Gardens  
    in Sheffield (BUGS) 
 
• RHS Perfect for Pollinators 
 
• ZSL Garden Wildlife Health  
 
• Nature-Assisted Therapy 

32 
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We even saw flowering meadows as a central 

feature in the 2012 Olympics, and 

Peterborough has installed ecologically sound 

storm water management providing habitats 

for wildlife deep into the town.  We must 

encourage new standards in urban design, 

creating wider wildlife friendly landscapes. 

33 
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chris.baines@blueyonder.co.uk 

My wildlife garden remains a personal joy, right there on my doorstep. Recently I have found 

pearl-bordered fritillary butterfly, woodcock and bullfinch there, in the middle of 

Wolverhampton, and only 10 minutes’ walk from Marks and Spencers. 35 
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Natural History Museum 

Wildlife Garden 
The Natural History Museum  

20 years of Wildlife Garden findings 
Dr Duncan Sivell, Curator of Diptera, NHM 
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Why did NHM create a garden 
Wildlife  

•  to illustrate the potential for habitat creation and 
wildlife conservation in the inner city  

Education 

•  to provide an educational resource to promote an 
understanding of the balance of relationships between 
plants and animals 

Research 

• to provide facilities for the life-sciences departments of 
the Museum to conduct ecological projects and to train 
staff in ecological monitoring work 
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Creation of the Garden 

• £120,000 raised for construction 

• 1990/91 planning phase 

• 1993 construction begins 

• 1995 Wildlife Garden opens 

38 
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Management 

• Wildlife Garden 
Staff 

• Volunteers 

• Scientific 
Advisory Group 
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Wildlife Garden Reports 

1998: Honey, Leigh & Brooks 
The fauna and flora of the newly created Wildlife 
Garden in the grounds of the Natural History 
Museum, London. 
The London Naturalist, No. 77: 17-47 

2003: Leigh & Ware 
The development of the flora, fauna and 
environment of the Wildlife Garden at the Natural 
History Museum, London. 
The London Naturalist, No. 82: 75-134 

 
2727 species currently recorded 

40 
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»  introduced species 
»  colonizing species 

• Fauna left to colonize 
»  accidental introductions 
»  colonizing species 

The numbers of plant species  in many of the garden’s habitats are still 
continuing to increase 

 

 

Bed Reference 1998/1999 2002/2003 2014/2015 Evolution

Woodland W01-W09 173 183 175

Scrub S01-S02 64

Hedgerow H01-H06 107 129 153

Grassland G01 - G05 166 152 191

Heathland LH01-LH03 42 52 76

Wetland A01-A10 106 105 132

Fen F01-F04 78 76 105

Reedbed R01-R03 (1998/9 only) 33

Urban U01 29 61

Other DF, P03-P06

Total species in all areas 340 348 395

Flora 
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Relative proportions of fly species 
     In Britain    In the Wildlife Garden 

Note the greater proportion of houseflies, hoverflies and lesser dung beetles (!) in the 
wildlife garden 

42 



Chrysopilus laetus Tree snipefly 

The garden has hosted several very rare flies, including:  

Athyroglossa glabra 

© Manuel Lopez 

Neoleria propinqua 
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New to Britain in the garden 

Ectoedemia heringella 
 
•Captured in 1996 
•Identified in 2001 
•A leaf miner of holm oak 

Prays citri  
 
•Citrus flower moth 
•Probably imported on 
ornamental lemon trees 
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Dendrobaena pygmaea 

• Not seen for 32 years 

• Recorded four times in Britain 

• Discovered during a sampling 
demonstration in the garden 
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Local Recognition 
• Site of Importance for Nature Conservation 

 

• London in Bloom Environment Trophy in 2004 

 

• Brighter Kensington and Chelsea Scheme’s Award 2014  

• Brighter Kensington and Chelsea Overall Prize-Winner Award 2014 

• Brighter Kensington and Chelsea Scheme’s Award 2015 

 

• contributed to the Borough’s winning of a  

•  Biodiversity Award 2014  

•  Biodiversity Award 2015 

•  London in Bloom Gold Medal 2015 
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How far we’ve come 

James Alexander-Sinclair, garden designer,  
RHS Judge, broadcaster 
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We used to have a funny relationship with garden wildlife – those we like and those we don’t! 

48 



Show Gardens in the past weren’t concerned with wildlife at all.  

49 



But designers at RHS Shows are showing an increasing awareness of the importance of 
gardening with an eye on wildlife.  
 
Even in gardens that, on the surface, have absolutely nothing at all to do with wildlife.  

50 
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It is heartening that gardeners and garden designers are realising that we do not always have 
to fight nature but can skip along hand in hand without compromising great design.  51 



And some gardens these days have wonderful features for wildlife that look fantastic, too. 

52 
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The thing is that – just as in Field of Dreams - wildlife gardening is relatively simple: 
‘build and they will come’. Grow plants and wildlife will come.  

53 



www.buglife.org.uk       

@buzz_dont_tweet 
 

Urban Buzz 
Vicky Kindemba 



Six of our 25 bumblebees 
have declined in UK by at 
least 80% in last 50 years 

38% of hoverfly species in 
decline 

Pollinator declines 

Over 250 UK pollinators 
are in danger of extinction 

Urban Buzz 



How did we get here?   

• 3 million ha of flower rich grassland lost since the 
1930s, only 100,000 ha remain 
 

 

– Increased use of pesticides and fertilisers  
 

– Increased field sizes and machine use 
 

– Loss of flower-rich grassland  
 

– Fragmentation of remaining natural habitats 

 

 

 

Urban Buzz 
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This project will inject colour 
and wildlife into cities 
 
Transforming mown and 
unused amenity grass and 
urban sites, into vibrant areas, 
colour-rich and buzzing with 
life.  
 
8 flagship ‘Buzzing Cities’ 
across England and Wales, 
benefiting both pollinators and 
people 
 

THE URBAN BUZZ - VISION 
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Utilising innovative techniques to 
create pollinator habitats 

Engaging a diverse and varied 
range of people, groups and 
organisations, 800 Urban 
Buzzers will be recruited as 
project and site champions, 
mapping hotspots. 
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80,000 local 
people engaged in 
voting and online 
design of Buzzing 
Hotspots in each 
city 
 
Including 4,800 
involved in 
planting parties 
and workshops 
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Creation of 800 Buzzing Hotspots (160 >0.5 hectares and 640 <0.5 
hectares) creating at least 200 hectares 
 
Urban Buzzers, local authority staff and other land managers 
trained to create and manage pollinator habitat, via local 
workshops 
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• More sustainable pollinator 
habitat by collating, gap-
filling and disseminating 
best practice:  

 

• -Native wildflower meadows 

• -Trees and shrubs for bees  

• -Buzzing borders (formal 
planting & annual meadow 
beds)  

• -Green walls and roofs 

• -Nesting hotels, banks and 
pits 

 

Urban Buzz 
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Site assessment and monitoring 
 

Habitat assessment pre and post work to assess work needed on 
site and habitat established  

 
Species monitoring:  

Plants 

BeeWalks with BBCT 

Butterfly monitoring 

Polli:Nation 

Wider species with 
local specialists  
 

Urban Buzz 
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•A significant improvement in the quality of local 
open spaces 
 

•Increased forage, nesting sites and pollinator 
habitat, supporting sustainable populations of 
pollinators 
 

•An increase in the abundance and diversity of 
pollinators in the Buzzing Cities  
 

•Increased forage, nesting sites and pollinator 
habitat, supporting sustainable populations of 
pollinators 
 
•An increase in the abundance and diversity of 
pollinators in the Buzzing Cities  
 
 

The project will provide… 
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Funders: Biffa Award, HLF 
(Cardiff), Garfield, and 
Weston Foundation 
 
Local partners: Local 
authorities and many others 
 
National partners: University 
of Bristol, University of East 
London, Landlife, River of 
Flowers, Natural England  
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Plants for Bugs project:  
concept to outcome – Pollinators 

Andy Salisbury, RHS 

Andrew Salisbury, Principal Entomologist 
Helen Bostock, Senior Horticultural Advisor 

@andrewsalisbur2 

@WLGForum 

@the_rhs 

Wildlife Gardening Forum 

/rhshome 
65 



70% of plants in an average 

UK garden are non-native 



So, what plant composition is best  

for UK pollinators? 

 

 

 

 

• Is it a case of ‘natives only’ or are 
‘no nettles required’? 

• Just what should we be putting in 
our shopping trollies to support 
pollinators and other wildlife, and 
where is the evidence? 



RHS Plants for Bugs research:  

Investigating native/non-native 

plants for biodiversity 

• 4 year project (2010 to end of 
2013) 

• At 2 sites at RHS Garden 
Wisley  

• 36 3x3m beds of plants 



ie, in simple terms, “Do bugs care about the 

geographical origin of plants in a garden?” 

Hypothesis: there is no difference in 
invertebrate abundance and diversity 
associated with assemblages of native, near-
native and exotic garden border plants (based 
on geographical origin)  



UK Native  
Near Native  
(Northern hemisphere 
non-native)  

Exotic 
(Southern hemisphere 
non-native) 

Three groupings of plants were 
selected... 



...and arranged across the two 
trial sites 

Site 1 
 
 
 
 
 
Site 2 



Year 1 (2010) 



Year 2 (2011) 



Years 3-4 (2012-13) 



Invertebrate monitoring 

We sampled using 
• Gastropod traps 
• Pitfall traps 
• Vortis suction sampler 
 

 

http://www.roehampton.ac.uk/home.aspx
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Covariates that were investigated 
(variables that might help explain the results) 

• Extent of canopy cover 
• Vegetation density  
• Levels of soil moisture 



Flying insect visitors (aka pollinators) 

• Five recording events annually (March 
to October) – when weather conditions 
are met 

• Stand at each side of each plot for 1 
min, in morning and afternoon 

• Count: Bees (Honey, bumble & 
solitary), butterflies, wasps, flies & 
beetles  

• Identification in the field – species, 
species groups, family or order 



Flower count 



Flying insect visitors (aka 

pollinators) 

Recorded  
• > 9 K flying insects 
• >1 700 individual bumble bees 
• > 2 400 honeybees 
• > 600 solitary bees 
• 17 species but, only 80 individual butterflies 
• >2 600 flies of which > 1 700 hoverflies 



The first set of results regarding pollinators 

was accepted as a paper by the Journal of 

Applied Ecology 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1365-2664.12499/abstract 



Results for pollinators 
The number of flower visitors 
corresponded to the peak 
flowering period of the 
treatments 
 
i.e. there were fewer flower 
visitors to the Exotic treatment 
compared with the other 
treatments in early summer but 
relatively more later in the 
season 



• For all pollinator groups on all treatments greater floral resource resulted 
in an increase in visits 
• However a greater abundance of total pollinators recorded on the Native 
and Near-native treatments compared to the Exotic plots  
• Short-tongued bumblebees followed the same pattern as all pollinators 
• More hoverflies were recorded on the Native treatment 
• More honeybees were recorded on the Near-native treatment 
• There was no difference between treatments in abundance of long-
tongued bumblebees 
• There was no difference between treatments in abundance of solitary 
bees. But a third of individuals from this group were recorded on one 
exotic plant species - Eryngium agavifolium 



Conclusions for pollinators 

• Utilising plants from only a single region of origin (i.e. 
nativeness) may not be an optimal strategy for resource 
provision for pollinating insects in gardens 

• Gardens can be enhanced as a habitat by planting a variety 
of flowering plants, biased towards native and near-native 
species 

• A selection of exotics will extend the flowering season and 
potentially provide resources for some groups 



How to apply the findings 

in the garden 

1. Consider the seasons – try to have plants flowering every 
month, especially early and late . 

2. Don’t skimp on the flowers – pack them in wherever they 
will thrive, usually best in sun or part shade. 

3. Plant a mixture of plants – gardens that are themed on 
plants from just one region may not be best.  

4. Observe the plants in your garden and other gardens, and 
grow more of whatever is popular with pollinators near you.  

5. Allotment holders – make a huge contribution by allowing a 
small proportion of herbs and vegetables to flower, or by 
planting flowers for cutting. 
 
 
 



Check out what to plant with the 

RHS Perfect for Pollinator lists 



Who will benefit from the findings? 
•   Pollinators 

• Gardeners 

• Plant breeders 

• Nurseries and garden centres 

• Garden designers 

• Landscapers 

• Ecologists 

• Beekeepers 

• Land managers 

• Scientific community 

• Organisations (e.g. BRE) 

• Policy makers (e.g. National Pollinator Strategy Advisory Steering Group) 
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PhD study: Managing domestic gardens 

collectively to promote urban biodiversity: 

Do householders provide an opportunity or 

constraint? 

Lee Dixon, University of Manchester 
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The ability of individual gardens 

to promote biodiversity at large 

spatial scales may be 

constrained by a mismatch 

between the smallscale of 

individual gardens versus the 

neighbourhood and landscape 

scale at which ecological 

processes operate 
 

 

 

This may be further compounded 

by the possibility that 

neighbouring gardens may be 

managed in a manner 

unfavourable to biodiversity, a 

phenomenon referred to as ‘the 

tyranny of small decisions.’ 

European Hedgehog up to 0.6 km 

Buff-tailed Bumblebee  up to 1.7 km 

Birds >85 square km 

Average domestic garden size 0.15 square km 

Neighbouring 

garden managed 

unfavourably for 

biodiversity 

Neighbouring gardens managed 

unfavourably for biodiversity 

Domestic garden 

managed 

favourably for 

biodiversity 

Species dispersal 

between gardens 

impeded 

Contribution to promoting biodiversity at 

larger spatial scales reduced by unfavourable 

management of neighbouring gardens 

Domestic gardens have the capacity to hold a high level of biodiversity 
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Species dispersal 

facilitated between 

gardens 

Area of garden 

accessible to 

species enlarged 

The collective management approach involves 

managing neighbouring domestic gardens together in 

a manner favourable to biodiversity 

This approach may enable domestic gardens to 

promote biodiversity at larger spatial scales 
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Crucially, the collective 

management approach does not 

take into consideration  eg: 

 

 how householders perceive the 

purposes of domestic gardens, 

which may influence the what 

garden management practices 

they do and what garden features 

they install).  

 

 the degree of collaboration that 

would be required between 

neighbouring householders and 

the need for increased accessibility 

of neighbouring gardens by less 

mobile species. 
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Aim of the PhD 

 

 To investigate what impact householder perceptions of the 

purposes of domestic gardens and associated gardening 

behaviour may have on the potential of the collective 

management of domestic gardens approach to promote urban 

biodiversity, and 

 To explore how householder collaboration may be promoted to 

facilitate implementation of this approach. 
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Methods 

A questionnaire was created and distributed by 

social media to collect data about: 

 

 How householders perceived the purposes of 

domestic gardens 

 

 Householder attitudes to managing their domestic 

gardens collectively with their neighbours 

 

 The reasons for householder unwillingness to 

managing their gardens collectively with neighbours 

 

 Incentives which would reverse householder 

unwillingness to manage their gardens collectively 

 

 Garden management practices undertaken by 

householders and the garden features present. 
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Results 

276 responses. 

 

Strong agreement  that a 

purpose of both front and rear 

domestic gardens is to provide 

habitats for wildlife (Figure 3a, b). 

 

Domestic gardens also serve a 

number of other purposes, 

particularly rear gardens, 

specifically to provide an area to 

relax, an area for children to play 

in, and an area to be creative 
(Figure 3b). 

b. Rear gardens 

a. Front gardens 
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Results: Perception of purpose of gardens 

 

 Strong agreement and disagreement with 

perceptions of the purposes of domestic gardens had 

largely an insignificant association with the garden 

management practices undertaken and garden 

features installed in domestic gardens. 

 

 Only strong agreement with the perception that a 

purpose of front gardens is to provide habitats for 

wildlife had a significant association with the presence 

of native vegetation, hedgerows and ponds, with these 

respondents installing these features to a greater 

extent.  

 

 Moreover, strong agreement with this perception 

had a significant association with the presence of hard 

surface covering the entire front garden, with these 

respondents installing this feature to a lesser extent. 
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Results: Willingness to garden collectively 

 

 Only 14% of respondents had 

managed their garden collectively 

with neighbours to benefit 

biodiversity. 

 

But 60% said they were willing to do 

so. 

 

 The principal reasons why 

respondents were unwilling to 

manage their domestic garden 

collectively with neighbours 

were that they wished to make 

their own choices in relation to 

their own garden and that they 

wished to keep their garden 

private (Figure 4b). 

60% willing to 

manage 

garden 

collectively 

40%  

not willing to 

manage garden 

collectively 
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Results: Incentives and approaches to promote 

collective management 
  

P
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ts
 Possible incentives to encourage collective management of domestic gardens 

 

57% of respondents who 

indicated that they would be 

unwilling to manage their gardens 

collectively with their neighbours 

in the future indicated that no 

incentive would encourage them 

to reverse this. 

 

 However, 23% of these 

respondents indicated that 

increases in education of how to 

manage gardens collectively for 

the benefit of urban biodiversity 

would encourage and persuade 

them to reverse this 

unwillingness. 
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No incentive Increase in 
education 

Neighbourhood 
competition 

scheme 

Financial 
incentive 

Neighbourhood 
stewardship 

scheme 

Other Neighbourhood 
rule scheme 
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Preliminary Discussion 

 It is encouraging that the majority of respondents 

perceived a purpose of both front and rear gardens 

as providing habitats for wildlife. 

 

 However, the insignificant associations between 

other perceptions of the purposes of domestic 

gardens and gardening behaviour suggests that 

these perceptions may have a negligible impact on 

the potential for the collective management 

approach to promote urban biodiversity. 

 

 Moreover, these insignificant associations 

perhaps suggests that this behaviour may be more 

greatly influenced by other social factors prevalent 

in the neighbourhoods in which householders 

reside. These may include: 

 Social norms 

 Cultural impacts 

 
 

98 



Preliminary Discussion 

 It is concerning that desires for ownership and privatisation 

of domestic gardens fuelled the unwillingness of a 

considerable number of respondents to manage their gardens 

collectively with their neighbours 

 

 Crucially, a number of these respondents indicated that the 

provision of education would persuade them to reverse this 

unwillingness, perhaps suggesting that a lack of knowledge on 

how to manage gardens collectively also contributes to this 

unwillingness. 

 

 A greater concern however, is that more than half of 

respondents unwilling to collectively manage their gardens 

indicated that no incentive would persuade them to reverse 

this unwillingness.  

 

 Reassurance of continued ownership and privatisation of 

gardens should be provided to householders when 

encouraging participation in collective management.  

 

 This may be achieved by allowing householders to have a 

degree of flexibility with regards to what biodiversity favourable 

practices they perform in their gardens and promoting the 

merits of segregating gardens with hedgerows, for example,  

in place of solid walls and fences. 

 

Contending with householder desires for ownership and privatisation of domestic gardens 
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Staying Positive: 
Tales of Community wildlife gardens around 

the country, and abroad 

 
Jan Miller & Marc Carlton 
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RSPB reserve Conwy, 2002 
Jan created a ‘permanent’ herbaceous border including garden flowers, larval 
foodplants and other wildflowers 

In the early days, it was more open. Now the trees have grown and shaded the 
area. Also people good-naturedly brought bits of their own garden plants to add, 
whether or not they were good for butterflies! A volunteer found Large White 
larvae on Nasturtiums and squashed them! 
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Conservation is like teenage sex….. 
(a lot of people are talking about it, some are actually doing it; 
but those that are, are not always doing it very well) 

 

Why make public wildlife plantings?  
For the conservation of wild plants? 
For the conservation of wild pollinators and other wildlife? 
In towns, or in general across the country? 
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Wynn Gardens, Old Colwyn 2005 

This permanent planting I made won several gold and silver 
medals in Britain in Bloom & Wales in Bloom as part of a wider 
biodiversity corridor 
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I installed this interpretation 
panel, but found that people 

didn’t read it... 

It needed simpler messages, so I 
made my own generic panel 
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It attracted publicity 
especially when Prince 
Edward came to visit, and 
when a White-letter 
Hairstreak was found.  
 
It even won the Green Flag 
Award 
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But then it all went  downhill 
Maintenance! Maintenance! Maintenance! 

 • Council gardeners did not know which were ‘weeds’ 

• I tried to teach them! 

• The leading figure died 

•  Local residents’ assoc. lost interest – wanted NEW! 
Projects (so do the grant funders) 

• Litter collected in dead stems  

• Looked like a rubbish tip so dogs were allowed to poo  

• Local residents complained to the council 

• 2014 – grassed over. 
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So what is the use? 

• Getting small grants, volunteers and publicity is easy 
 

• Long term maintenance afterwards is the hard bit. 
 

• So should we look at temporary, annual projects 
instead? 
 

• Do these plantings really work for biodiversity? 
 

• Or are they best used for public education & well-
being? 
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https://www.buglife.org.uk/campaigns-and-our-work/habitat-projects/helping-create-b-lines 
108 



Won Wales in 
Bloom award with 
Kew ‘Grow Wild’ 

seeds 
 of cornfield 

annuals 
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Community projects 
Grow Wild awards funding of £1,000 to £4,000 to groups that bring people 
together to transform communal spaces (Heritage Lottery funded) 
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https://www.growwilduk.com/project-map


Hartlepool road verge: 1 October 2015 
‘Pictorial Meadow’ planting of mainly non-natives 
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Facebook comments were varied... 

“This mediocre picture of things that aren't wildflowers has got 287 likes. 
Masterful shots of wild British flowers get nowhere near this many. Seriously?!” 

   

“Road side verges in Hartlepool still going strong. Mostly not native plants but great for 
insects and it looks really good, pity other councils don't do the same.” 

112 

So these projects are great for people, but are they really useful for wildlife? 
 

Some scientific research is ongoing, but more needs to be done. 
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The Goods Line: a Pollinator Link 
through Sydney, Australia 
 

 Disused railway becomes a linear Pollinator Link through  

high rise buildings, old corrugated iron warehouses and city 

roads. It encourages city workers to engage with nature. 
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https://pollinatorlink.files.wordpress.com/2015/09/concrete-and-industrial-buildings-22-sept-2015.jpg


Municipal Planters and Hanging Baskets: Marc 
Carlton’s Chepstow experience 

Chepstow  is a small town, 
with a small Town Council – it 
does not have a large budget.  
 
The Town Council pays for 
Municipal Planters and 
Hanging Baskets in summer in 
the town centre. 
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Baskets arrive from the nursery already made up. Baskets and planters 
contain brightly coloured long-lasting ‘bedding plants’ such as Busy Lizzie 
(Impatiens), Begonia, and Petunia. These have been bred to be almost 
‘maintenance-free’. 
 
They receive no maintenance apart from daily watering by a contractor 
employed by Council. The plants are scrapped in October. 
 
 The displays have no obvious value for 
pollinators - no insect visitors observed. 
 
This is unsustainable horticulture that 
uses a lot of peat and insecticide 
treatments. 
 
But many towns and village that win 
‘Britain in Bloom’ awards build their 
reputation for visual attractiveness and 
attract tourists with this type of 
horticulture. 
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As an alternative, volunteers from ‘Transition Town Chepstow’ created 
seven planters in 2013, with vegetables and insect- friendly flowers, 
herbs and small shrubs.  They were located in the town centre, with the 
support and agreement of the Town Council. 
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The planters are composed of permanent, perennial planting. They 
attract a variety of insects, and are well-received by public.  

 

 
With no horticultural staff on the Council, volunteers have to do all other 
maintenance of the planters bar the watering - weeding, dead-heading and 
occasional other maintenance.  Seven planters currently take about a morning’s 
work every month (less in winter). Watering would be an onerous task if 
volunteers had to do it. 
 
It tends to boil down to a handful of volunteers, sometimes just one person, 
who do all the work.  
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What happens when ‘volunteers’ disappear?  Planters are likely to be 
abandoned.  
 
It has already happened with other planting in Chepstow Town centre that was 
originally done by a school (below).  
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Conclusions from Chepstow: 
 
• Councils want ‘low maintenance’ 
horticulture. 
 
• But ‘maintenance-free’ pollinator-friendly 
flowers are not readily available at present. 
 
• Does it matter? Would pollinator-friendly 
hanging baskets in town centres make any 
difference to local insect fauna? 
 
• Projects maintained by volunteers are not 
always long-lived, because volunteers tend 
to disappear in the long-term if they have to 
commit to regular work. 
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Overall Conclusions 
• Councils want low maintenance. 

• Volunteers & grants are temporary 

• More research needed on biodiversity 
benefits 

• Brownfield sites can be re-used as 
community spaces 

So 

• Should we aim for permanent 
plantings? 

• Or do annual projects work better? 

• Are we really doing this for wildlife or 
for people? 

 

Municipal planters in Bernay, 
France, show what is possible. 
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Steve Head, Wildlife Gardening Forum 
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The Wildlife Gardening Forum 
has worked with the Natural 
History Museum’s Wildlife 
Garden for ten years. 
 
The Museum plans to radically 
alter the grounds layout. We 
are worried that the Museum’s 
plans will destroy a really 
significant asset and break one 
of the longest-running scientific 
studies of a garden. 
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We accept that most of the Museum’s grounds 
are boring, don’t celebrate Natural History and 
let down the wonderful building. 
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The Museum now has 5.5 million visitors a year, and queuing times reach 90 
minutes.  It’s important to entice people to enter from the West (Darwin Centre) 
Entrance to relieve pressure.  
 
The Wildlife Gardening Forum has no problem with this, or with making the 
grounds more educationally relevant. 
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22% in Darwin 
entrance 

65% down to 
43% in main 

entrance 

22% (no change) 
at East 

Drawing people to the west depends on having a really attractive 
‘lure’. Most visitors want to get straight to the Dinosaurs or the 

toilets! 
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The plans for the east end of the grounds are 
brilliant – a huge improvement – with Dippy the 
Diplodocus set in vegetation mimicking that era. 
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Unfortunately the plans for the west end will eliminate most 
of the Wildlife Garden 
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Conference Proceedings: Nov 2015 Where’s the biodiversity 
gone Charles? Don’t ask 

me Alfred 
I’m stuck in 
here! 
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Thematic Terraces 
Crop biodiversity 

British apples 

New entrance 
and paved path 

“Open” wood 
planting with 

welcoming 
flowering cherry 

Round pond 
(will need 
fencing) Chalk grassland and 

wet grassland 
Major paved 

path 

What does wildlife gain from the current plans? 
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...distant low features 
do not attract the 

eye... 

...and chalk and wet grassland are 
only attractive for a month or so.  

But the park-like feel says 
nothing about biodiversity 

and is unimaginative... 
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‘Aerial walkway’ 
through low tree 

canopy 

New thematic 
planting 

‘Feature’      
raised path 

New entrance 
and paved path 

Chalk grass 
slope 

Wet 
grassland 

Tall marsh 
planting 

Irregular 
E-W pond 

One possible 
alternative we’d 
suggest is to retain 
essentially the same 
Wildlife Garden 
with investment, a 
complex of features 
that would give a 
strong ‘pull’ to the 
west. 
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Seeing the Wildlife Garden 
from above  would encourage 
visitors to explore it on the way 
out. 

Prominent feature path and large plants around 
extended pond draw the eye to the West 
Entrance. Walkway at roughly constant level 
from roadside to Darwin Centre – great for 
disabled. 

Thematic planting could increase 
year-round interest and highlight 
botanical diversity – not covered well 
in the main Museum 

This quick Photoshop sketch shows 
what we think might be possible. 
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Models for the path structure ?? 

The elevated walkway 
could use something 
from the Museum’s 
collection as its 
inspiration. 133 
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James Hitchmough’s ‘Seeds of Change’ beds, Oxford Botanic Garden 134 
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We urge the Museum managers to 
be brave ….. stop and think! 
• Do the BEST for the Museum 
• Don’t destroy the existing biodiversity to 
‘increase overall biodiversity’ 
• Think through the planting themes and 
objectives before finalising any design 
• Listen to the 37,000 people who have 
signed the petition! 
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Conference Debate 

On stage: 

• Dr Ken Thompson 

• Ruth Staples-Rolf 

• Helen Bostock 

• Jan Miller 

• Steve Head 

Chair: Adrian Thomas 
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What are the biggest 
challenges and 

opportunities ahead if we 
want more people to  
‘garden for wildlife’? 

Housing 
developers 

Urbanisation 

Co-operative 
working 

Social attitudes 

Public 
awareness 

Planning policy 

Sound science 

Education 
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Q: Anita Gracie: Islington-  how do we get getter use of green space round 
housing estates eg in Islington on  The Poppy Estate in Clacton 

Jan Miller: Problems remain with the attitude of councils to biodiverse public 
green space 

Ruth Staples-Rolfe: Need to establish how we can empower Local Authorities 
and schools to change the management of their estates.  She has run 
webinars at schools “Bees-needs”.  Schools are generally happy with 
planting beds, but not with changing grass management 

Adrian Thomas: We need to find and publicise case studies and good examples 
Chris Baines: It is better to go to the best practice rather than target the worst.  

Look at the HLF Urban Parks investment - places to see birds, but wishful 
thinking.  You find more by listening.   So start with places people already 
love, and introduce them to what is already there. 

Helen Bostock: Reskilling of horticulturalists is important,  explaining the issues, 
learning what the barriers are, eg dog poo in arisings.  Managing public 
perceptions if changes lead to unfamiliarity. 

138 



Conference Proceedings: Nov 2015 

Q: Mitch Perkins: Is it the Forum’s job to work with garden centres?  The may have 
“Perfect for Pollinators” outside, but shelves full of bug guns inside. 

Ken Thompson: This message is going out, the situation is much better than 10 years 
ago, but partly this is due to banning of many garden chemicals. 

Helen Bostock: Our Trustee Becky Groves is working on the message for garden 
centres, and this is indeed a very important area for the Forum to be working in. 

Vicky Kendemba: Integrated pest management techniques are now standard in 
agriculture, but haven’t penetrated to horticulture yet. 

Chris Baines: Garden Centres are hugely important.  The campaign to reduce peat 
was operated in part through garden centres, persuading to take action.  Saturday 
traioning sessions were run for volunteer advisors - what is needed is passion to get 
things moving.  Local RSPB volunteers give public training at garden centres on eg 
nest boxes.  We could give proper advice - incorporate seasonal messages too.  Chris 
runs courses for garden centre managers.  There are always staff who are passionate 
about nature - make them the “wildlife gardening champions” for the centre - 
encouraged to answer questions from the public.  Even the simplest advice is helpful, 
most garden centre customers are not “gardeners” - they just happen to have one! 
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Q: Peter Shirley: Right now we all seem to be hooked on pollinators! How can 
we tackle the perception that “nature happens” only in “natural” places, 
and not in the human context?  Landlife are creative in their conservation 
message, establishing assemblages of plants in urban areas that could not 
occur naturally, but are attractive to people as well as wildlife. 

Ken Thompson:  Actually it’s good we are talking about pollinators at last - until 
recently peoples interest in garden wildlife was limited to birds. 

Geoff Davis: I used to “trade” as a “bug-friendly” gardener - now it has to be 
“bee-friendly” - people have grasped and understood the pollinator 
message. 

Ruth Staples-Rolfe: Another important link is between wildlife and food 
production 

 Chris Baines: In the planning context the advice was always about planting 
trees,  but it is now much broader, incorporating Sustainable Urban Drainage 
Systems and meadows. 
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Q: Lois Amos: There are not enough botanists!  Plant study has been dropped 
from schools. How can we get schools interested in wildflowers again. 
Nature tables? 

Jan Miller: We once had wildflower collecting competitions in schools, but it’s 
no longer politically correct to pick them. 

Ruth Staples-Rolfe: The government is perfectly happy to let schools teach 
children without ever leaving the classroom. 

Amanda Ransom:  Wiltshire has excellent resources, and the Princes Trust 
helped set up wildlife gardens in schools.  But there is a communication 
gap_ schools want a wildlife garden, and there is lots of advice available.  
What is needed is some facilitation to giove them confidence - they don’t 
know how easy it is, how to start, or who can help. 

 Ruth Staples-Rolfe:  Nationally, there have been scores of failed or finished 
projects which have created online material which is still there - but people 
don’t get at it! 
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