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Public Parks Enquiry:  

Evidence for the Communities and Local Government Select Committee 

about Warley Woods Community Trust and the management of its urban 

green space. 

 

Executive summary       

 

 In 2004 Warley Woods Community Trust (WWCT) took on the management of a 

badly run down local authority park and golf course and over the last 12 years has 

transformed it into a Green Flag award winning park. 

 The primary purpose of the Trust is to maintain and care for this Historic public park. 

In addition it organises around 20 events each year, as well as encouraging other 

groups and individuals to make use of the site 

 The Trust has achieved the Green Flag Award for 8 consecutive years and Viv Cole, 

Trust Manager, has this year been awarded the inaugural Green Flag National 

Employee of the Year. 

 Previously the Park was voted second favourite in the National Green Flag People’s 

Park Award. 

 The Trust has had to develop its own model of management as it was unaware of 

any precedents. 

 The Trust is a membership organisation run by a Board of 15 trustees and employs 

10 staff.   

 The Trustees have experience and understanding of organisations, the way they 

work and of managing large budgets.   

 The Trust would be unable  to function without a strong core group of volunteers 

drawn from the local community 

 The Trust generates over £300,000 every year for revenue, capital and project 

expenditure, raised by grants, fundraising and fees from the golf course. 

 The Trust has had to develop its own byelaws 

 The Trust would welcome the opportunity to discuss with the Select Committee what 

has made this model successful for Warley Woods and its applicability for other 

Green Spaces 
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1 Introduction 

 

1.1 This evidence is submitted by Warley Woods Community Trust -

www.warleywoods.org.uk - which has been running a 100 acre green space in urban 

Sandwell, West Midlands, for 12 years.  Although a charity it is supported and funded in 

part by Sandwell Metropolitan Borough Council (MBC).  Some context to the Trust is given 

including how it came to manage the site and the evolution of the management model.  In 

response to two of the specific issues for which evidence is being sought we list some of 

the perceived advantages and disadvantages of this model and provide examples of the 

many different users and uses for this green space.  This evidence has been drawn 

together by Viv Cole, Trust Manager and three trustees Kate Slade, Andrew Bull and Steve 

Eling.  All have been involved with the charity for more than 10 years. Warley Woods has 

recently achieved Green Flag Award status for the eighth successive year, and Viv Cole 

has just won the inaugural Green Flag National Employee of the Year Award. 

 

2 Context and History to Warley Woods and the Trust  

 

2.1  Warley Woods is in Sandwell, 3 miles from Birmingham City Centre.   Sandwell is an 

urban area with an estimated population of 316,700 (Office of National Statistics, June 

2014) and is the 13/326 most deprived local authority area in England.  Warley Woods is in 

the Abbey ward, part of the parliamentary constituency of Warley, in the southern tip of 

Sandwell.  It is one of the less deprived areas of the borough and is bordered by the 

affluent ward of Harborne, in Birmingham.  

  

2.2  Warley Woods is a grade 2 listed historic park which was originally owned by the 

gunmaker and Quaker Samuel Galton.  In the 1790s he commissioned the landscape 

architect, Humphry Repton, to design the parkland.  Over the years the estate passed 

through many hands eventually to be owned by Birmingham City Council.  It is now leased 

by them to Sandwell MBC and subleased to Warley Woods Community Trust.  Importantly 

in the early 1900s the site was earmarked for housing development but it was saved for use 

as a public park by a campaign led by Alexander Chance, of the world famous Smethwick 

glassmakers.  On its opening in 1906 he dubbed it a true “People’s Park”, as the purchase 

was funded by donations from local people.  This history gives the site a special place and 
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affection in the hearts of local residents.  Warley Woods Community Trust honours this 

tradition as a People’s Park and it gives a sense of continuity. The park contains three 

areas, each roughly one third of the site: woodland (some of it designated as ancient), an 

open space and a nine hole public golf course.   

 

2.3  The Community Trust was formed in 1997 in response to concerns expressed at a 

public meeting about the poor state of Warley Woods.  During the ensuing seven years the 

Trust operated like a Friends group, organising events, e.g. Picnic in the Park, and 

conducting various campaigns.   

 

2.4  It was in this period that the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) introduced the Urban Parks 

Programme.  The Trust felt the chances of making a successful bid would be enhanced if it 

was completely independent of the local authority – although Sandwell MBC provided 

practical support with the application.  For example, the legal work necessary to facilitate 

the transfer was undertaken pro bono by Sandwell MBC.   

 

2.5  Independently of the bid it was necessary to undertake an "asset transfer".  This 

involved a significant delay because Birmingham City Council owned the freehold of the 

land.  Protracted legal discussions followed with Birmingham and Sandwell Councils – 

including successful appeals by the Trust to the Local Government Ombudsman against 

both councils for unnecessary delays. The Trust eventually took on legal responsibility for 

the site on a 99-year lease in April 2004.  The Trust believes that this kind of transfer is now 

expedited by established asset transfer procedures which did not exist at the time. 

 

3.  Management Model 

 

3.1  Governance 

 

3.1.1  The Trust is a membership organisation designed to promote a sense of ownership 

and connection to the local community and to ensure that the Board is accountable to those 

who have signed up to its aims and objectives.  It is also a registered charity and a limited 

company.  The latter was chosen in order to limit the liability of individual trustees though 
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The Trust understands that subsequent changes in legislation no longer make this 

necessary.  These were straightforward processes with minimal costs. 

 

3.1.2  The Trust is responsible for its own strategy, policies, procedures, decision making, 

legal obligations and finances.  It has its own byelaws, establishing a legal precedent as no 

other body independent of local government had done this. They cover community safety 

and wellbeing concerns with special reference to the public as users of the park.  The Trust 

has to rely on police and the courts for their enforcement.   This was a time consuming but 

necessary step as the Trust was independent and it could not simply adopt a council’s 

byelaws. The Trust used published model byelaws as its starting point, as advised by 

Sandwell MBC.   

 

3.1.3  Following charity requirements, the Trust is managed by a Board of up to 15 Trustees 

and subject to Memorandum and Articles of Association. The Trustees are elected by 

members at the Annual General Meeting for three year terms.   

 

3.1.4  The Trust is different to the usual parks’ “Friends of” groups, which can exist with just 

a few people and are not essential to a park’s running. Warley Woods Community Trust is 

highly dependent on the work of its members and volunteers.   This necessitates having a 

strong ‘core’ of trustees whilst continually bringing in new people with fresh ideas to keep 

the organisation motivated and forward looking.  It is important that those elected as 

trustees have experience and knowledge of working in an organisation with a significant 

budget.  

 

3.1.5  In addition to the Board of Trustees there are four subgroups: Site, Communications, 

Resources, and Communities and Events. They consider operational matters in detail.  

Other time-limited task groups look at specific issues, for example, the need for a new 

building.  These groups are made up of Trustees, Trust members and staff - see Staffing 

section below. 

 

3.1.6  The Trust has a 5 year plan which is reviewed annually at the Board Planning Day 

where the forthcoming year’s priorities are set.  The Trust also has to be open to 

developments and the influences that come to it. In addition it is important to note that many 
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of the arrangements have developed organically in response to perceived needs or 

responding to ideas and opportunities.   

 

3.1.7  The Trust runs around 20 events per year and each one is championed by a Trustee 

who liaises with the staff and volunteers to ensure they run smoothly.  As stated, members 

(currently 904) and volunteers (232 in 2015) are vital to the success of the park and it is 

from this pool that the majority of trustees are drawn.  At the moment 12 of the trustees 

started as volunteers.  The remaining 3 approached the Trust directly. The Trust has 4 

Patrons all with local connections: actors Julie Walters and Colin Buchanan, West Midlands 

historian Professor Carl Chinn, and author and radio presenter Stuart Maconie. 

 

3.2  Income Generation  

 

3.2.1  The Trust needs to generate £280,000 to cover routine annual expenditure.  In 

addition, throughout the Trust's 12 year history additional income has been found for project 

expenditure.  This varies from year to year and ranges from £20,000 to £150,000 annually. 

 

3.2.2  There are three major income streams: golf green fees, fundraising and the Local 

Authority grant.  Special mention needs to be made about the latter. Payment of this grant 

is contingent on meeting the terms of a Service Level Agreement, which is reviewed 

annually. This payment could be withdrawn but the likely consequence is that the Trust 

would fail, and under the lease agreement it would leave Sandwell MBC with responsibility 

for the Woods and its management. 

 

3.2.3  The green fees and the Local Authority grant account for approximately 2/3rds of the 

Trust’s income.  These are maintained through strategic and financial management and a 

focus on performance monitoring.  For example, all staff have a formal annual appraisal in 

which objectives for the forthcoming year are set.  Also important is the work of the ground 

staff who keep the golf course and park in good condition and therefore attractive to golfers, 

and the shop and office staff's customer focus.  

3.2.4  In working to generate the remaining third of the income the Trust fundraises locally 

with individuals, small groups, businesses and small local charities. Nationally,  Lottery and 

Landfill grants have been particularly important.  Land fill tax grants have been to key to 
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many capital improvements at Warley Woods and are one of the few grants streams which 

are a perfect match for green spaces, albeit limited to specific geographical locations.  

3.2.5  Grants will either be for a specific project or "unrestricted".    With a structured 

approach and good writing skills it is relatively easy to find grants for physical improvements 

and for new activities or projects.  Unrestricted funds are key to any charity but are harder 

to generate, e.g funds for core costs, like insurance, dog bin emptying or for activities that 

have already happened in a previous year.  In addition the Trust builds in "administration" 

elements to project applications wherever possible.   

3.2.6  Some funders take the form of charitable trusts who give for specific purposes or in 

specific locations.  Other opportunities come from businesses that use grant schemes as 

part of a Corporate Social Responsibility Strategy or for marketing purposes, e.g. funds 

recently created by supermarkets from carrier bag charges.  

3.2.7  Local fundraising has evolved over the years, starting with simply collecting annual 

membership fees - kept low to promote inclusion - £6 single, £4 concession and £12 family.  

Now many supporters give monthly standing order donations, akin to the direct debit 

arrangements favoured by larger charities.  These are important to the Trust's confidence in 

financial planning.  The Trust has particular fundraising benefits from being a registered 

charity with many of these donations being eligible for gift aid.  The Trust also raises funds 

through events, business sponsorships and shop sales.  In total approximately £65,000 

each year.  The Trust believes it can generate this support as the public know they use the 

site for free, but that it is not free to run.  It is this kind of fundraising that takes most staff 

and communications time.  

3.2.8  Fundraising for donations from the public is an evolving and fascinating exercise.  It 

is a competitive environment in which the Trust experiments and innovates to identify the 

triggers for giving and how to encourage it, e.g. legacies.  Like grant givers members of the 

public are often most interested in giving to specific appeals.   

 

3.2.9  It is important to have systems in place to be able to maximise opportunities open to 

charities, such as reclaiming tax on donations through gift aid.  A long term aspiration is for 

the charity to receive gifts left in wills (legacies), which will be a result of engagement with 

supporters over time.  As the Trust is relatively young it will take time for this to happen.  It 
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is our view that it is only large investable donations, likely to come from legacies, that will 

enable the Trust to be less reliant on the local authority for financial support. 

 

3.3  Staffing 

 

3.3.1  The Trust currently employs 10 staff (7 full time equivalents). The number of 

employees has grown over the years in response to operational and contractual changes.  

The Trust Manager is the day-to-day manager of the organisation – see reporting structure 

below.  The Golf Course and Park Manager looks after the maintenance of the site with two 

ground staff.  The Retail and Golf Development Manager is supported in that role by shop 

assistants and the cleaner.  The Trust also has a part time Administrator who has a 

particular focus on events management, managing memberships and providing 

administrative support to both the Trust Manager and the Trustees.  

 

 

  

3.3.2  A key element in the work of the Trust is that it has a building, The Pavilion, which is 

open and staffed 7 days a week. It is home to the Trust’s office, shop, public toilets, a 

meeting room which can be hired and a cafe run by an external contractor.  As such it 

provides an important, well-used link between the Trust and the local community, helping 

build and sustain relationships with park users.  It is the place to provide and ask for 

Organisational Chart 
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information, enquire about lost property (including dogs and children), raise issues with the 

staff and offer support to the Trust.  

 

3.4  Co-operative working 

 

3.4.1  The Trust needs to work in partnership with others. Sandwell MBC funding is vital to 

the Trust’s financial stability, but it is also supportive in other ways, for example, providing 

access to funds for sport and health related projects, and access to specialist advice.  Its 

local councillors are supportive and offer access to ward based funds to promote 

community cohesion.  

 

3.4.2  In addition to the Council, the Trust’s  links  in the locality with  schools and colleges,  

businesses,  libraries, the police,  sports groups and arts organisations are all important 

elements.  These relationships are largely ad hoc but all help to consolidate the Woods as 

part of, and the Trust as a willing partner in, the community.  The Trust would like to be 

proactive in developing these relationships and employ a member of staff dedicated to this 

work, but as yet it has not been able to secure grant funding or achieve sufficient surplus 

revenue to make this possible. 

 

3.5  Communications 

 

3.5.1  An important element of the Trust’s work is its communications which involves 

contact with Trust members and the public in general.  Communications have evolved over 

the years to now include email and social media.  The website is updated regularly – 

www.warleywoods.org.uk.  There is a very active Facebook Page - Warley Woods 

Community Trust - of over 3,000 people and more than 800 followers on Twitter - 

@WarleyWoods1.  Both of these are continually growing and they provide a two way 

process thus enabling the community to tell the Trust about its interests and concerns. 

 

3.5.2  In addition there are the more traditional forms of communication which include word 

of mouth, a quarterly newsletter and regularly updated notice boards at all entrances to the 

site.  Despite all the modern methods open to the Trust, our User Survey tells us that 50% 

of visitors still get their information from these notice boards.  It takes significant effort to 

maintain all of these but pays dividends in terms of offers of support and help.  

http://www.warlwywoods.org.uk/
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4  How the Site is Used  

 

4.1  In response to the Committee's request for information on how sites are used, the Trust 

has included these results from our latest User Survey, conducted through Survey Monkey 

(SM), June/July 2016.   With 529 respondents, far more than previous paper based 

methods, this is the first time SM was used and it is planned to   repeat every two years. 

The survey had nine questions which asked about opinions on usage, standards of 

maintenance, plans for the future and demographic information on respondents.  These are 

the responses from just two questions asked.  Appendix 1 gives examples of some of the 

other ways in which the park is used. 

 

20%

40%

36%

4%

How often people visit

Once or more a day

Once or twice a week

Once or twice a month

Once a year

 

 

 

 

 

This chart shows that a fifth of people visiting Warley Woods do so at least daily 
with most visiting once or twice a week. Other information gathered shows the 
majority of people live in the immediate vicinity 
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Golf
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Events

Nature watching

Photography

Activities in Padgham Room

Volunteering

Main reasons for visiting Warley Woods

 

 

Advantages and Disadvantages 
 

 

 

5 Advantages and Disadvantages   

 

In response to the Committee's request for advantages and disadvantages of the Trust’s 

model, our self- assessment is given below: 

 

5.1  Advantages  

 

 A self governing organisation 

 Able to appoint own staff 

 Embedded in the community 

 Trustees appointed by the community 

 Flexibility in terms of priorities/actions 

 Staff on site 7 days a week 

 Opportunity to reach a range of external funders  

 Ability to be creative 

This chart shows the multiple reasons people use the site.  They were able to 
select up to 5 responses. Physical activity is the most popular reason for visiting 
the Woods followed by social activities.  
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 Not subject to the bureaucracy of large organisations 

 Many people can be involved in big and small ways 

 A ‘different model’ which is attractive to funders 

 Charitable status provides additional funding opportunities both large and small 

 

5.2  Disadvantages 

 

 Funding insecure 

 No economies of scale 

 Staff have to be generalists 

 Vulnerability of a small staff team 

 Volunteers often offering basic support and not necessarily having the time to be 

creative 

 Income from the golf course can be unreliable – weather dependent and quality of 

course vital 

 Local Authority funding not guaranteed (although if the Trust failed the Local 

Authority would then have to take on running costs) 

 Major unexpected expenditure cannot always be budgeted for 

 Poor staff appointments could have major implications 

 Lack of good trustees within the community would affect the ability to run the Trust 

appropriately 

 

6  Conclusion 

 

6.1  Warley Woods Community Trust has shown that an independent charity run by local 

residents can manage a large urban green space to a high standard and find a model of 

financial stability.  Community management brings many advantages but does have its 

challenges which have been highlighted in the submission. After 12 years the Trust is 

thriving and continuing to develop both in terms of activity and engagement with the 

community.  
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6.2  From experience the Trust offers the Select Committee the following 

recommendations. 

 

  6.2.1  A community organisation can manage a large green space, but it is not for all.  

It takes vision, belief and exceptional commitment over a long period of time while 

continuing to be open to new ideas and developments.   

 

 6.2.2  When a local authority transfers a green space asset to a community group 

there needs to be a valid income stream, and/or the guarantee of future revenue 

support from the Local Authority or other body. The Local Authority's non-financial 

support is also very valuable. The Trust believes that this provides a mutually 

beneficial relationship between the two parties.  

 

 6.2.3  Large green spaces cannot be managed by volunteers alone.  While trustees    

  set the  strategic direction, it requires  skilled and paid workers to deliver the  

  vision. In turn they need the assistance of volunteers. 

 

 6.2.4  An active and involved volunteer pool is essential to the success of this model. 

In our experience these people are drawn from the local community.  

 

 6.2.5  The Trust suggests that staff should be site based providing a point of contact 

for the community at all times.  

 

 6.2.6  Focused and tailored communications and fundraising are key to success. 

 

 6.2.7  The Trust recognises the importance of outcome criteria for funders but it is felt 

that what is often overlooked is the simple provision of an attractive and welcoming 

green space in its own right. The Trust would like to see funders acknowledge this.   

 

 6.2.8  WWCT is a proven, successful, standalone organisation. However the Trust 

believes that the Local Authority’s contribution, both financial and in kind, is crucial for 

the mutual benefit of both parties. As such Local Authorities should continue to have a 

role to play in the future running of public parks.  
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Appendix 1 

 

In addition to the 20 events run by the Trust here are some additional examples of how 

Warley Woods has been used in the last 2 years, beyond the broad categories of the User 

Survey data already shown in the main body of this evidence. 

 
Nature based 

Bird watching and Dawn Chorus walk 

Botanical walk 

 

Physical activities 

Walking and running clubs 

Cross country events 

 

Educational 

Forest school  

Architectural student projects 

 

Fun 

Forest play activities 

Fairy Door hunting 

 

Dog related activities 

Dog training and scent trails 

Dog welfare advice sessions 

 

Miscellaneous 

Professional photography sessions 

Filming location for television dramas and documentaries 

 

 
 


