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FRIENDS GROUPS 
– ADDING VALUE TO PARKS SERVICES
A growing movement
The National Federation of Parks and Green Spaces (NFPGS) is the umbrella organisation that represents and amplifies the voices of the Friends Groups movement across the UK.

· We aim to share learning, develop good practice, and strengthen grassroots organisation, coordination and co-operation throughout the UK. 

· We provide support and advice for friends groups working together to make a difference to their local area, city, region and nationally. 

Such groups and their coordinating forums are dependent on unpaid and over-stretched volunteer commitment at every level, including our own Federation officers and representatives, also active in their respective local Friends Groups and Area Forums.

· There are currently an estimated:

· 27,000 public parks & green spaces in the UK.

· 6,000+ local Friends of Parks groups

· 60+ local Area Forums involving maybe 2,500 of the groups
We want to see an active Friends Group for every public green space, and an active and independent Forum run by such groups in every area throughout the UK.

*     *    *     *     *     *    *     *     *     *    *     *     *     *    *     *     *     *    *        

Some thoughts on community involvement in green spaces: adding value, or substituting for collapsing services?
We need Friends of Parks Groups for all sites, and Friends of Parks Forums for all areas of the UK, and it is good the Government recognise this.  However, they also need to recognise that in the vast majority of cases the community groups do not wish to and cannot take on responsibility for their site - the landowner needs to have the responsibility for good maintenance and this then gives the community groups the support they need to bring in the added value to the site. The added value can only be given by volunteers if the site is “fit for purpose”.
The Government needs to understand that Local Authorities are under so much pressure from the Government to cut their budgets that parks and open green spaces are being hit with so many cuts that there are hardly any staff left in many areas to help support the community groups and that maintenance of the sites is being cut to below a decent core level that the group are unable to add any “added value” as the maintenance is so poor!
Community groups are being seen as essential to keep the maintenance to a decent level and this SHOULD NOT BE THE CASE. In Birmingham (where I am based, and where we have a very active Forum for over 100 local Friends Groups) the community groups told the Council that if the front line staff is cut anymore and maintenance is lost then the groups could not keep giving their time volunteering as there would be no support for them and this was essential. 
Continued budget cuts to our open green spaces will only result in the loss of volunteers, sites going downhill so much that they become no go areas with no facilities, crime moves in and the area becomes deprived, reducing house prices. People who could afford to would move away, businesses would not want to work in the area and the health of the residents and the area would decline drastically. It would cost so much more than what was cut to put the area back to its original state.
It is a no brainer to stop the cuts and keep green spaces in a good condition. In their proper condition green spaces:
¨       Promotes volunteering
¨       Promotes community cohesion
¨       Improves both physical & mental health, increasing life expectancy & reducing the strain on GP’s & the              Health Service
¨       Improves air quality & climate control
¨       Improves flood alleviation, reducing bills for flooding
¨       Reduces urban heat islands
¨       Etc!!!! 
The Government need to understand this and see the reality of what their actions are doing to the country. It will cost them so much more to put it right!!
We can help by gathering the information from our groups across the country to back all this up and show what a group can achieve, but only if the correct support from the landowner is there!
 *     *    *     *     *     *    *     *     *     *    *     *     *     *    *     *     *     *    *        
Park managers and Communities: the logistics of working together     
As a former Local Authority officer and Love Parks national worker liaising with local government and communities, my awareness and concerns have arisen in relation to the increasingly fractured relationship and growing void between park management and community.   To be more specific, the loss of resources and associated staffing changes can – and are – leading to a domino effect with an impact on the capacity of communities to mitigate the impact of cuts on the standard of our parks: viz:  

	Park Managers

Austerity measures, less resources
	Park Communities

Less capacity and capability



	Loss of budget

Staff rationalising

Lack of continuity and strategy 

Loss of site knowledge 

· Loss of site facilities 

· Loss of site features 

· Loss of site identity

Loss of frontline staff: rangers; community development, etc

· Loss of site presence

· Loss of community input

· Increased ASB

Income generation demands 

· Inappropriate activity

· Intensity of events

· Development threats

· Access limitations


	Staff rationalising

Lack of LA contact 

· Loss of support and advice 

· Lack of information

· Suspicion and hostility

· Loss of networking

· Loss of mentoring

Loss of budget

Declining standards / targets

· Loss of facilities

· Less community events

· Lower use

· Increased ASB

· Loss of pride, sense of place

Inactive and apathetic groups 

· Loss of members

· Less representation

· Lack of skills and capacity

· Reduced resilience

· Loss of community input

· Less activity, loss of ‘eyes in park’ and ‘self policing’ benefits

· Less cohesion, more conflict 

· Site under increased threat


There is clearly a close correlation between the two columns. In my view the importance of park managers and community development cannot be overstated. This is a close, synergistic relationship and should be even more vital now, however sadly:

· LAs do not have the capacity to maximise the value

· LAs are undermining the relationship as shown above with organisational and operational pressures leading to conflict and jeopardising the partnership.

Unless adequate and ongoing resources are found, who will arbitrate between park managers and communities in the future? 

Such resources are greatly diminishing. The State of UK Parks research reports 2014/16 confirm this, despite the increase in number of local groups.

By Nigel Sharp [NFPGS Secretary] and Sarah Royal [NFPGS CEO]







