AHAN7028 Heritage: Representation and Interpretation

The Cadw / ICOMOS Register of Parks and Gardens: Its Relevance to Penllergare, Swansea
Only fairly recently has it been accepted that Wales possesses historic parks and gardens of comparable quality to the rest of the British Isles. The usually authoritative, Oxford Companion to Gardens, was particularly dismissive in 19861, and in 1992 Whittle needed to “counter the popular misconception that Wales has but a few historic parks and gardens …”2.
Meanwhile the owners of Penllergare 3 valued the estate solely for its development potential on the fringe of Swansea; its heritage was just for scholars. Thus when the Glamorgan volume of the Register appeared in 2000, with Penllergare entered at Grade II and described as, “the partial survival of a very important picturesque and romantic landscape of the mid-nineteenth century” 4, there was an expectation that since the estate was now recognised officially for its significance to the national heritage, it would be protected accordingly. 
However, in its introduction the Register notes that it is only advisory; it is simply to aid in protection and conservation. It adds the hope (sic) that it will help in making informed decisions5. This somewhat diffident approach is also reflected in planning practice. For example:
· Planning Policy Wales states that, “The Welsh Government seeks to, “preserve the special interest of sites on the register”6.  
· The complementary Technical Advice Note 24 says that Cadw must be consulted on planning applications that are likely to affect a registered site or its setting, which should be a material consideration in their determination. Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) may also consult the Welsh Historic Gardens Trust” (emphases added). It goes on, “It is for the applicant to show that they understand the significance of the [site] and the impact that the proposal is likely to have on it. It is for the [LPA] to consider if the impact is likely to be unacceptably damaging”7.
Swansea’s recent Local Development Plan adds, albeit non-specifically, that the, “… distinctive historic and cultural environment will be preserved or enhanced by identifying and safeguarding heritage assets, sites and their settings; and supporting heritage and cultural-led regeneration schemes”8. 
It is possible that Swansea’s more broad-brush policy signals a new approach but current practice with regard to registered sites is still confined to the impact of planning applications. It is silent on upkeep and good repair whereas, for listed buildings, LPAs may execute works urgently necessary for their preservation9. Also, whereas they have enforcement powers if buildings are deemed to be unsafe, no such powers exist in the case of land10.
And so it has turned out at Penllergare. The area designated as the garden was already occupied by modern council offices and carparks, with the scheduled observatory isolated therein. An area of essential setting had planning permission for housing development, with options to build on the walled garden, thereby threatening the orchideous house11. A lease agreement that required the developer to create a country park on the remainder of the site was unenforced; paths and bridges were poorly maintained; there were no parking, interpretation facilities - or any on-site management. In consequence dereliction and enveloping vegetation prevailed and the place was a no-go area for all but vandals and intrepid kids12.
There was more. Part of the walled garden was destroyed by the developer for a works compound, a visually intrusive water gully was driven into the heart of the designed landscape, the dam of the historic lower lake was bulldozed and the planning condition to screen the housing development was ignored: objections to Swansea Council were likewise.
If the Register has not contributed to the protection of Penllergare, other than as an adjunct to existing planning law, could it be otherwise?  Leaving aside other legislation for scheduled ancient monuments, tree preservation or biodiversity, soft landscaping, planting and site management and safety are implicitly seen as a matter of taste, fashion and availability of funding. Further, even with planning conditions in place, there are often inadequate resources or appetite to enforce compliance.  
Hence the pragmatic policy (reflecting the practice elsewhere in the UK) is simply to advise and encourage. Thus Cadw’s Managing Change to Registered Historic Parks and Gardens in Wales aims to help owners on how best to look after their asset 13. As for the Register itself, although it now records some 350 parks and gardens of special historic interest14, it seems unlikely that Cadw will revise or update it except in the most exceptional circumstances - a pity since there has been a surge of relevant research since publication. 
At Penllergare, where heritage is still a closed book to the landowner, it has therefore been left to a charitable company15, to protect, conserve and celebrate this secret and magical place, as a recreational green space for community benefit: and to raise the very substantial funding to do so. As one volunteer observed, “If we value and enjoy this place, then it’s up to us to care for it”. 
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