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1.0 Introduction
Private gardens are defined as the private open space
surrounding residential dwellings where the householders
have sole responsibility for management. In Westminster,
this includes private squares, private communal gardens,
small and large, front and back gardens. 

For many people, their gardens are the places where they
have most contact with nature. These will range in size from
‘pocket handkerchiefs’ to extensive gardens and closed
squares that adjoin mansions. Large or small, private
gardens have an important ecological function acting as
wildlife corridors that link parks and green spaces, often
providing quiet and undisturbed routes along which birds,
bats and invertebrates can travel and feed. The large
gardens in St John’s Wood provide one such natural link
between The Regent’s Park and Hampstead Heath helping
to reduce the fragmentation and isolation of species
populations in the two larger, public green spaces.

Gardens often contain a diverse mix of habitats. Ponds
will attract amphibians, dragonflies and damselflies; trees,
hedgerows, creepers, climbers and shrubberies can
provide ideal breeding and foraging habitat for birds;
wood piles, tall grasses and compost heaps offer a quiet
haven for hibernating hedgehogs, invertebrates such as
the stag beetle and sometimes reptiles and amphibians. 

A mosaic of private gardens and squares in Westminster
has considerable potential to support biodiversity. This Plan
recognises the ecological importance of these areas and
seeks to maintain and enhance their extent and quality
for wildlife. 

Private Gardens
Large or small, private gardens have an important ecological function often providing quiet and

undisturbed routes along which birds, bats and invertebrates can travel and feed.

Wildlife Garden in Regent’s Park, ©Wild in the Parks
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parking facilities has resulted in a reduction in 
the ecological value of large private gardens.

3.6 Sustainability
Gardeners can be significant consumers of
resources. The sourcing of unsustainable 
products such as plants dug up from the wild,
peat, tropical hardwoods and natural stone,
collected from threatened habitats around the
world, all have a negative impact on biodiversity. 

4.0 Current action
4.1 In Westminster, display gardens have been

created as places of inspiration where people can
visit and take away ideas on how to design their

2.0 Current status
The most recent analysis of aerial photographs, carried
out in 1981, found that private gardens comprised
approximately 20% of London. 

In Westminster, the largest private garden is
Buckingham Palace Gardens which covers an area of
22ha. This is the only example of a private garden
designated as a Metropolitan Site of Importance for
Nature Conservation. There is an additional 43ha of
private squares; three of which are designated as
Borough Grade I and eleven as Borough Grade II Sites
of Importance for Nature Conservation. 

Figures available from National Statistics (2005) map a
further 176ha of domestic gardens in Westminster. The
total area of private gardens and squares in
Westminster providing the focus of this Plan is
estimated to be 242ha. 

3.0 Factors affecting the habitat
3.1 Design and management

Design and approach to management has a
major effect on the wildlife associated with
gardens. For example, a private garden which
consists mainly of lawn, hard surface and
replenished annual bedding schemes will support
very few species. Research and experience
demonstrates that a range of habitat features and
structures is more attractive to wildlife.

3.2 Planting
Different plants have different levels of appeal for
wildlife. Hawthorn and female holly trees for
example provide autumn berries for feeding birds
and good cover for nesting birds and are therefore
a valuable addition to a wildlife garden. Double-
flowered varieties of plants on the other hand have
little ecological value as they produce no nectar 
or pollen. 

3.3 Chemical use
Excessive use of pesticides is cited as one of the
causes in decline of a number of species
including hedgehogs and birds. Pesticides not
only reduce the number of insects available as
food to these species – often killing beneficial
insects along with the target ‘infestation’ – but also
accumulate in the predator species as they feed
on the insects treated with pesticide. 

3.4 Scale 
The size of a garden and its proximity to other
gardens and areas of open green space influences
the wildlife it will attract.

3.5 Planning controls
A requirement for new homes has fuelled the
demand for backland development. Furthermore,
there has been a reduction in the size of gardens
in new developments. In Westminster, a trend for
basement conversions and extensions to
construct swimming pools, gymnasiums and car Song thrush, © Tony Duckett
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• London Species Action Plans for bats; house
sparrow; reptiles; stag beetle.

• Westminster Open Spaces Strategy.

8.0 Lead partner organisation and
working group members
The lead partner for this Plan is Westminster City
Council.

Working group members include Buckingham Palace
(BP); London Wildlife Trust (LWT); Royal Society for 
the Protection of Birds (RSPB); The Thorney Island
Society (TIS).

Contact:
Westminster City Council
Environment and Projects
Planning and City Development
11th Floor, City Hall, 64 Victoria Street 
London SW1E 6QP

Telephone: 020 7641 1951 

own gardens for wildlife. In The Regent’s Park, the
RSPB and The Royal Parks have developed a
public wildlife garden. In London Zoo, a model
wildlife garden has been established to attract
native species.

4.2 Public events and advice on how to manage your
garden for wildlife are available from a number of
sources. The Centre for Wildlife Gardening – run
by the London Wildlife Trust – holds wildlife
gardening events and provides advice. The RSPB
and the Royal Parks run public events at their
wildlife garden in The Regent’s Park. Westminster
City Council’s Tree Section and Biodiversity Officer
also provide on-site advice on tree planting and
wildlife projects.

4.3 Initiatives have been set up and incentives created
to encourage people to garden with wildlife in
mind. Westminster City Council has set up an
award for the ‘Best Wildlife Garden’ as part of its
annual Westminster in Bloom competition.

4.4 In our largest of private gardens – Buckingham
Palace Gardens – management is carried out to
maintain and enhance biodiversity. Ecological
surveys inform management decisions (e.g. bird
surveys and moth trapping by the London Natural
History Society) and ecologically-sensitive
practices are implemented as part of a
maintenance regime. For example 100% of green
waste is recycled on site. 

5.0 Flagship species
Certain species of conservation importance, characteristic
of private gardens and squares, have been selected as
flagships for this Plan. 

Birds: Song thrush; tawny owl
Mammals: Hedgehog
Plants: Bluebell (English); chamomile
Invertebrates: Stag beetle; holly blue butterfly 

6.0 Action Plan Aims
• Audit and monitor the biodiversity value of private

gardens and squares.

• Protect and enhance biodiversity in private gardens
and squares.

• Promote understanding, awareness and enjoyment
of the benefits of wildlife gardening.

7.0 Links with other Action Plans and
Strategies
• Westminster Habitat Action Plans for Veteran Trees

and Decaying Wood; Standing Open Water.

• Westminster Species Action Plans for bats;
buttoned-snout moth; hedgehog; house sparrow;
tawny owl.

• London Habitat Action Plan for Private Gardens.



Target 1: To audit and monitor biodiversity in private gardens and squares.
Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

1 Record biodiversity data with GiGL. WCC BP, RSPB, TIS 04/07 Ongoing -

2 Review progress on action plan annually using the UK Biodiversity Action WCC LWT, BP, TIS, RSPB 06/08 08/08 -
Reporting System (BARS).

Target 2: To protect and enhance biodiversity in private gardens and squares.
Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

3 Identify and protect Areas of Garden and Landscape Protection as part of WCC LWT, BP, TIS, RSPB 04/07 03/09 -
Westminster Open Space Strategy.

4 Inform the development of new policies to protect private gardens of value for WCC LWT, BP, TIS, RSPB 04/07 03/08 -
biodiversity as part of the Local Development Framework (LDF).

5 Develop Supplementary Planning Document on Housing Standards, incorporating WCC LWT, BP, TIS, RSPB 04/07 12/07 -
signposts to information on sustainable design and protection of private gardens.

6 Integrate biodiversity as a consideration in the City Council Tree Strategy. WCC 04/07 03/08 -

Target 3: To promote understanding, awareness and enjoyment of the benefits
of wildlife gardening.

Action number Action Lead partner Contributing partners Start date End date Cost

7 Invite members from resident groups for private squares to join the WCC 03/07 08/07 -
Habitat Action Plan working group.

8 Update wildlife-gardening leaflet (encouraging people to record what they see, WCC BC, BP, LWT, RSPB, TIS 06/07 12/07 £1k
e.g. butterflies and moths).

9 Distribute updated wildlife-gardening leaflets to libraries, one-stop shops,  WCC BP, LWT, RSPB, TIS, 12/07 03/08 -
owners of private squares, publicise on partner websites, in local press and 
organisational newsletters.

10 Run ‘Best Wildlife Garden’ award category as part of Westminster in Bloom. WCC LWT 03/07 Ongoing £250

11 Run wildlife gardening seminar for private square owners and land managers. RSPB WCC, LWT, TRP 04/08 11/08 £250

12 Run summer wildlife events in the Regent’s Park wildlife garden. RSPB TRP 03/07 09/09 -

action plan: Private Gardens
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BC = Butterfly Conservation, BP = Buckingham Palace, LWT = London Wildlife Trust, RSPB = Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, TIS = The Thorney Island Society,  TRP =
The Royal Parks, WCC = Westminster City Council

NB For a full list of acronyms see page 64 of the ‘Westminster Biodiversity Action Plan’.




