
The Hardy Plant Society
Guidelines for organising an Autumn/Spring Weekend
We hope you will enjoy arranging the Autumn/Spring Weekend. Most groups find it a very rewarding and satisfying experience!
Essentially you need to 
1. Book accommodation

2. Book some gardens 

3. Book some coaches to transport guests to/from  the gardens

4. Book a speaker/speakers

Although the weekend is primarily a very happy social occasion for members to meet up with like-minded people and chat about plants and gardens, the educational and entertainment content help to draw in the numbers attending.

So:

Ideally a group of 4-6 members should get together about 18 months before the event. These members do not necessarily have to be members of the local committee, but it is helpful if at least one member is to facilitate information being passed on to the main committee of the group.

1
Choose a date.  Liaise with the Events Co-ordinator (EC) to prevent any clashes with other meetings. Most events are now listed on the website too. One member of the group should be the nominated Event Organiser, and another the Event Treasurer.

2 Book a suitable venue for accommodation with facilities for a lecture and displays. Hotels welcome a large group and costs can be negotiated on the basis of the hotel being fully booked. 
3 Decide on the gardens to be visited, bearing in mind the length of the coach journeys.

4 Book coaches and negotiate fees. Remember that coach travel is VAT exempt.
5 Engage speaker/s and negotiate fee.

Sample Programme

Friday

Afternoon-members may like to visit extra gardens en route to the Event

Check in at hotel-2pm to about 5pm

Plant sales and displays on view late afternoon/early evening

Welcome

Dinner

Optional lecture/entertainment

Saturday

Visits to gardens morning and afternoon

Coffee and tea served in gardens

Packed lunch en route or in a garden

Further displays and plants at hotel in evening

Dinner

Lecture

Sunday

Visits to gardens morning and afternoon

Coffee and tea served in the gardens

Lunch

Weekend ends with arrival back at hotel by about 4.30pm

Optional tea and biscuit farewell

And now for some detail:

ACCOMMODATION
It is desirable to have all the accommodation on one site if possible. Compare quotations from local hotels and student accommodation. Hotels may offer a more comfortable stay. Negotiate free accommodation for the event organiser/s and hotels are often open to negotiation because most of the rooms will be taken up. Bookings could be handled by the host group, and confirmed with the hotel a month or two before the event. Try to negotiate NOT being responsible for unfilled rooms. Offer them back in advance in case the hotel could book them directly.
Some guests may not be able to manage stairs easily, and if there are no lifts, arrange for a number of rooms on the ground floor. Indicate this on the booking form. Check luggage-handling facilities since some members find it difficult to carry suitcases upstairs and down long corridors. If all the rooms are for single occupancy, couples will need to be placed next to each other as they will probably be sharing a suitcase.

Catering

Agree menus with the hotel/college, remembering vegetarians and brown bread preferences. Discuss with the hotel how members with special dietary needs can be identified at table and served. (Some who order vegetarian diets forget about them when they see attractive food intended for others and some non-vegetarians decide to choose the vegetarian dish!) However, include a note in the booking instructions that you will pass on specific requests to the supplier, but cannot guarantee that these will be available- many “lifestyle” diets that can be difficult to supply.
Three courses are normal so the meal finishes in good time and the lecturer has an attentive audience. Members pay for their own wine, so check with the hotel/college how this is to be achieved. Any special guests and speakers may need to be provided with free wine. Ask if it will be quicker to serve the food at table or buffet style -this may affect the cost too. It is usually possible to arrange for a bar to be available for drinks before the meal and after the lecture.
Discuss the content of the packed lunches thoroughly with the provider; they do not have to be dreary. Some hotels are poor providers of packed lunches so it may be worth checking local sandwich companies too. Soft drinks or bottled water will be needed and avoid chocolate which melts on warm days, oranges which smell and highly flavoured crisps. Packed lunches can be eaten in a garden or on the coach but bear in mind the need for toilets. Guests are reluctant to use those on the coach.

Arrival/Departure
Registration on Friday afternoon is usually from 2-5pm. Ensure participants know when registration closes. Give a telephone number to ring if delayed.  Those who will definitely be arriving late should let the Event Organiser know so arrangements can be made for them to be fed on arrival.

Some members like tea and biscuits at the end of the Event as an opportunity to say farewell to their friends. However, at some venues this can add considerably to the cost of the weekend and some participants will be keen to be on their way home so this can be provided as an optional extra. The hotel may require guests to check out on Sunday morning; in which case make sure a secure room is provided for luggage and plants.

Sunday Accommodation

Some guests may stay on the Sunday evening and the hotel may offer a good rate. Alternatively, you could provide a list of B&B in the area (local tourist information offices are keen to help-you are bringing tourists into the area) so applicants can make their own arrangements.

GARDENS
Decide how many gardens to visit over the weekend. Three per day/ six over the weekend, is considered a suitable number, and try and avoid long distances between them.

Suitable gardens belonging to HPS members are ideal, rather than large, well-known gardens, which members may well have visited already; whereas members would not have had the chance of visiting these private gardens previously. Try to choose gardens that will provide variety: different sizes, different soil conditions, and so different plants. 
Decide on the gardens to visit when you have found the accommodation. Gardens should be suitable for access by coach as people are reluctant to walk more than 200 yards from coach to garden! They will need toilet and refreshment facilities, shelter from rain-or coaches parked nearby.

Try to minimise travel times between gardens. It will be useful to have your hotel/college in the centre of your chosen routes so that on Sunday afternoon people are as near as possible at the end.

Start negotiating with the owners, at least a year before,  since any admission fees/refreshment fees and/or donations must be included in the cost. Many garden owners may feel it an honour to be invited to have their garden included in the itinerary for an HPS event. Others may feel that if they are providing the “entertainment” and have spent time and money producing the standard they expect you to require, they should be paid. If they do charge, check whether there is a group rate. It is a nice gesture to invite the garden owners to dinner on one of the evenings.

Extra Gardens

Members like to visit extra gardens on their way to the Event, or afterwards, so provide a list of those willing to open on Friday or Monday. This allows gardens that are too small or too out of the way to be included in the main Event. Please give full addresses including postcodes of ALL the extra gardens and if possible, an ordinance survey map reference.

Catering

It is customary to serve tea/coffee, biscuits/cake mid morning and in the afternoon (local WIs can often help if you want to serve cake in the afternoon) and some arrangement for consuming lunch. This also gives the local Group helpers an opportunity to meet members from around the country.

Lunch in a restaurant takes too much time. A packed lunch is acceptable, eaten either in the garden or on the coach. Vitally important is the availability of toilets.

FINANCE
When a local group is organising a Weekend event for the national Society, the Society takes ultimate responsibility for the costs incurred and therefore no commitments may be made by the Group without prior approval of the HPS National Treasurer/Events Co-ordinator. Once your Group agrees to arrange the weekend, your Event Committee should work out a preliminary idea of the main items of expense. Whoever is acting as Event Treasurer should then contact the EC to discuss technical matters relating to accounting, VAT etc. The Events Co-ordinator can also provide copies of previous budgets as a guide. You need to get these matters clarified at an early stage of preparation. Once this has been done a detailed budget can be developed.

The Budget

Prepare your budget in good time. Calculate the main expenses such as accommodation, transport, refreshments, costs of speaker, expenses for equipment, payments of gardens, printing and general administration costs. It is worth setting up a bank account for the Event. It needs to be set up in good time to deal with money laundering regulations. The cost of running this account is a legitimate overhead, which needs to be included in the budget. Since payment will be in advance, interest may accrue on a deposit account, but remember to transfer back to current account to meet bills.

Decide how many people you can accommodate and consult with the EC to decide on a break-even figure. It has generally been set at a maximum of about 180 people, depending on the capacity of the coaches and the accommodation. Weekends are usually fully booked. In the past it has been decided to tell members that cheques will not be refunded unless someone on the waiting list can take their place. When there is a waiting list, it has not been a problem. If the event generates a surplus, it may be possible to refund all or part of their payments to people who have had to cancel, even if it has not been possible to find someone to replace them- consult with the Events Co-ordinator about this.

Work out an all-inclusive cost of the weekend and one for non -residents. If there is more capacity in the coaches than the accommodation can provide, non residents can be charged for everything else except the bed and breakfast, allowing people to visit the gardens, come to the dinner and attend the lecture. When estimating costs, include a small contingency item and remember that you should get discounts for block bookings.
As soon as your event sub-committee has agreed proposals for the draft programme, the budget and the fee structure, copies should be sent to the Events Co-ordinator for approval by the national Treasurer.

Booking Deposits

If you need to make preliminary reservations for accommodation etc, before the full budget is ready, discuss the matter with the Events Co-ordinator and national Treasurer, who will assist you in resolving any difficulty. However, please do remember that it is not legal for you to make any unauthorised commitment on behalf of the national Society.

Event Treasurer
The Events Treasurer, in charge of the finances, should liaise with the Events Co-ordinator, since close liaison is vital. The financing of this event must be kept quite separate from local group funds. The Treasurer must keep current track of bookings and costs and inform the Events Co-ordinator and the national Treasurer immediately if significant deviations occur from the approved budget. It is especially important that any shortfall of bookings be reported at the earliest possible stage so that the HPS can boost publicity in order to avoid losses. The expense categories in the approved budget should be applied stringently because any variations, which involve additional cost, must be approved nationally before any change is made.
Insurance

As the organisers, you will need to familiarise yourselves with insurance aspects of the Event you are planning. The Society’s liability, should any accident or injury occur, is covered by the RHS Public Liability policy. Any claim in such circumstances would rest on proving negligence by the Society.

The garden owners’ liability (if any) would most probably be covered by their household insurance, but they should be advised to inform their insurers of any proposed garden visits. Back-up car owners’ liability (if any) would be covered by their motor insurance, but again they should be advised to check with their insurers that they are adequately covered.

It is also advised that you check that the venues have insurance cover (hotels, colleges etc should have cover but check if you are using a village hall etc).

Accounting after the event

As soon as the Event has been held, and the bills paid, the Treasurer should prepare the accounts and send them to the Events Co-ordinator to pass on to the national Treasurer. All records and invoices etc should be kept in case the Treasurer wishes to see them. The final accounts should be with the national Treasurer no later than 4 months after the event.
The national Society usually underwrites the event and is therefore responsible for losses, provided the Group has followed the approved budget and these guidelines. Any surplus is likewise for the benefit of the national Society and will be reported at national level so that the Trustees can decide how the surplus is to be spent.

ADMINISTRATION
Set up a small group that will mastermind the whole operation. Try to ensure continuity over the whole 18-month period (as serious problems have resulted in the past from a change of personnel in mid-term). You will probably need 4-6 people, including an Event Organiser and an Event Treasurer and one of the members should be the contact with the Events Co-ordinator. At least one member of the sub-committee should also be a member of the group committee so they can keep the group fully informed of the progress.

Planning and organisation

The best dates for the Autumn weekend are the first or second weekend in September. Liaise with the Events Co-ordinator to agree the final date when accommodation is available and which is agreeable to the garden owners. Spring weekends could be May/early June.
Newsletter Entry

Prepare a notice to be put in the February Newsletter (Autumn w/e) or July (Spring w/e) giving information about the weekend, the gardens to be visited, the accommodation, cost and the name of the person who will be dealing with bookings. It is helpful to give members as much information as possible to help them make up their minds about booking, but do not specify in the Newsletter the actual names of the gardens to avoid gatecrashers. These details will be available only to those who have booked a place. Copy must reach the Events Co-ordinator by early December.

Booking Form

A booking form and separate information sheet can be placed on the website, and the webmaster is happy to help with formatting the forms. These should be sent out promptly when the written enquiries come in, keeping a note of all applicants. Include the name and some information about the accommodation, the cost inclusive of all charges and the name and address of the person to whom the form should be returned.

State to whom the cheques should be made payable and ask for an SAE for an acknowledgement of the cheque. Acknowledgement and full details of the weekend are sent to all who book. Members are asked for full payment in advance rather than a deposit.

Include space to fill in any special dietary requirements, and add a special request line for ground floor rooms etc, as well as the name and address of each applicant and contact telephone numbers. Specify a maximum of two applicants per form, and that friends who wish to share a room must apply on the same booking form. National membership numbers must be included- this may well be very useful if you need to check anything later.

Members may like to extend their stay at the end of the Weekend and it may be possible to stay on at the hotel/college so indicate this too on the booking form. You may also consider if you would like to provide a list of B&B facilities available locally both from HPS members and commercially. As this is an optional extra indicate on the form that this information can be requested. You may also want to include the chance to request information about gardens open on Friday and Monday.

As more than one person may be entered on the Booking Form, it is VITAL to keep a register, listing every applicant separately, to avoid confusion.

Information Sheet

An information sheet should include details of the accommodation centre, the gardens, speaker and the title of the talk, the exact cost of everything and anything else you think you want to tell applicants at this stage, including a note that although special dietary requests will be passed to the supplier, you cannot guarantee that they will be available. Include the name and address, telephone number and possibly e-mail address of the person who is receiving the completed booking forms in case members need to make contact. Indicate the registration times on Friday afternoon and a number to ring if delayed.

Have the booking form and information sheet ready before the February Newsletter is despatched, as requests come in as soon as the Newsletter is distributed so be prepared. File applications n alphabetical order and note the date received and the date information is sent out.

The Events Co-ordinator can supply you with copies of printed matter from previous weekends for your information, which you could amend to your requirements and individual style.

Often there are not sufficient places available for local members and they may participate by helping in various ways during the weekend.

Booking Arrangements

You will find that applications for bookings keep coming in while you are also dealing with accepted booking s. Do not accept post –dated cheques. Write on the form the amount of the cheque received, which may not be correct.

It is very important to deal with all bookings as soon as possible after the date of a possible ballot. You will be receiving cheques for quite large amounts of money and members need to know that their remittances have been safely received and that places have been reserved for them on the weekend, or if there has been a ballot, whether they have been unsuccessful, in which case return the cheque and inform them that they have been placed on a waiting list.

Send everyone a receipt and any other information such as a hotel brochure, a map of how to get to the accommodation and any details of gardens to visit on Friday and Monday and the time of dinner on Friday.

In some years recently, the number of bookings has exceeded the number of places available, However, if bookings are slow, liaise with the Events Co-ordinator about putting another notice in the next issue of the Newsletter (July) and any other ways to advertise the weekend.

Allocation of Places

The Newsletter is posted to members over a period of two weeks and some have a poorer postal service than others. If the weekend is over subscribed, a ballot will be held.

Enquiries should receive an immediate response from the host group. Bookings, from members only, and cheques should be held for a 30-day period following the closing date. This takes into account that members receive their newsletters at varying times.
Places should be reserved for the President, Chairman, Vice-Chairman, Vice Presidents, Events Co-ordinator, immediate past Chairman and the two representatives from the group which is hosting the event the next autumn/spring.

The Administrator will quickly go through the list of applicants and check their membership details, since bookings may be received from non-members.

As soon as the 30-day holding period has elapsed, reply to all bookings, confirming places and receipt of cheques. All those who cannot be accommodated, or whose applications arrive after the date of the ballot, should have their cheques returned and be given a place on the waiting list. It should be explained that there are usually a number of cancellations. When holding the ballot, it is sensible to continue the draw after the maximum number of participants has been reached. This extension to the list will then constitute the waiting list, with no need for people to re-apply to be on it.
The host group should give the final figures to the Events Co-ordinator so a check can be kept on the numbers involved each year.

Weekend Booklet

A booklet with a full schedule of events, write-ups about the gardens, details of lecturer etc, could be handed out on arrival. Start preparations in good time (perhaps 6-7 months ahead). The garden owners could write up their own gardens, but be prepared to edit the copy if necessary. The booklet should include a list of participants (names and counties but not full addresses), as people like to check to see if friends have registered. 

MANPOWER
People to welcome visitors arriving in the car park:  A local member (or two) in the car park gives the weekend a friendly and efficient start and some help with luggage for the less able is welcome. 

“Meet and greet” at reception -Check-in  always takes time, so make sure the centre is ready from about 2pm. It is nice, but not vital, to have one member of the team resident at the hotel throughout the weekend as a central point of reference, but make sure everyone knows about this, hotel as well as guests. Ensure that helpers have schedules in good time so that they can resolve any problems. 

Allow one/two couriers with mobile phones on each coach and enough people in each garden to help with refreshments (unless the owner has made alternative arrangements).  Ideally there should be  one or two of your members to follow the coachers in a car, in case of emergencies. Ensure they have mobile phones.  Prepare your final timetable/schedule of garden visits, lunch time, etc in time to hand out to all your helpers. Couriers and car followers should drive the routes shortly before the Weekend, preferably together. If there is no resident helper, designate one member from the back-up cars to check everyone away on the coaches.

Someone to introduce and thank the speaker/s. Check in advance with the speaker what equipment is being brought and what you are providing and that spares can be made available and that you have someone to deal with the lights and someone to cope with any breakdowns.

TRANSPORT
Choose the gardens to be visited. Plan a coach schedule. Depending on the number of people attending, up to four daily schedules may be required, allowing four coaches to operate independently. A standard coach typically has 53 seats. With 45 or more people per coach you will need to build 10-15 minutes into the schedule for every loading and unloading.

The coach company must be fully insured and each coach should have a working public address system.  It is also reassuring if the coach company can guarantee a spare coach if one of theirs has a problem on the day and check they will not use school buses on Saturday and the promised luxury  coach the Sunday.

Delegates should be divided into groups and colour coded, using the same colour for badges, and coaches on which they are travelling. This helps avoid the confusion that arises when people get into the wrong coach.

Busy coach operators may get booked up well in advance, so obtain quotations from a reliable, preferably local, coach operator early on and when a company has been selected and route plan developed, arrange for a representative of the coach company to travel the route with you, checking timings and setting down, turning and parking places. Coaches are VAT exempt.
Bear road safety in mind when agreeing setting down places as some garden entrances can be on dangerous bends. Make a written copy of the coach schedules, get the coach company to agree it and provide them with copies for their drivers. A picturesque route by car may not be accessible to coaches (low bridges etc). Check time taken to travel between gardens at 40mph or a lower speed limit and do not forget loading time.
The coach couriers are there to keep things running smoothly, deal with problems and discreetly ensure that their “flock” is kept together and gently but persuasively moved in the right direction at the right moment. Issue them with a written explanation of their role and a copy of the same schedule given to the coach company. They should familiarise themselves with their routes before the event, doing a “dry run” as this  not only enables them to talk to their “flock” about local features, and gardens to be visited, but guards against the hazard of the inevitable last minute substitute driver. They should also introduce their group to the garden owners. A mobile phone on each coach would be essential.
The couriers should have the list of those travelling on their coach and they should check this before departure on the first day. After that, checking numbers should be sufficient. They should have a contact phone number at the hotel and for the Event Organiser. They should be told about tipping the driver- much easier if this is organised as an Event expense and paid separately.

INSIST that all participants use the official transport provided as it causes endless complications if members try and use their own cars. Parking may be limited at the gardens. It should be possible to plan the route so that the last garden visited is not too far from the hotel/college.

Have an official car following each coach for emergency use and to take members who find it difficult to walk longer distances to the gardens.

Members will need to be told about taxis and buses which are available for those arriving from a station if you do not have enough manpower to arrange to meet people from stations and take them back again at the end of the Weekend.
Check that there is an emergency first aid kit pack on the coach.

If members are buying plants in the gardens, check that there is room on the coach to store these. One or two plastic bags and pre-printed sticky name labels in each welcome pack, to accommodate and identify plant purchases, is a nice touch.

If you plan to eat lunch on board the coach, check that the company will allow this and have a bin bag on board for rubbish. A supply of drinking water and plastic cups on each coach is welcome in hot weather.

SATURDAY EVENING SPEAKER
It is suggested that a local speaker is chosen rather than a well-known national one, who may be heard elsewhere and can be expensive. A local person may reflect the local area and bring a fresh approach to the Event. If the speaker has a long distance to travel it may be necessary to provide overnight accommodation, but certainly dinner and drinks should be offered and this must be included in the budget.

Arrange for projector, screen, microphone, spare bulbs etc to be provided for the lecture. A projector with remote control is recommended. Check that the black-out in the lecture hall if good. On the day itself, check chairs in the hall for vision and see equipment is working. Check spare slide holders/laptops are available (magazine or carousel type depending on the projector) and see that the lecturer has time to load slides. Have a replacement speaker in case your speaker has to drop out at the last minute (ask someone in advance, either a local speaker or one who will be staying at the hotel and who will come prepared).

Arrange for a competent person to receive the speaker and help with projecting slides or other tasks and arrange for someone to be responsible for the lights, switching off and on at the appropriate times. Organise someone to introduce and thank the speaker.

PLANT SALES AND DISPLAYS
A display somewhere in the hotel/college is much appreciated by the guests and provides a good opportunity for the host Group to show what the area has to offer. In the past, groups have mounted displays of National Collections, a special plant family, photographic displays of all kinds, information on other societies, and paintings and drawings by local artists.

Trade stands are always an attraction as members love to buy plants and second-hand books, paintings, etc. A commission can be charged-or better still- a set price. Arrange for a suitable display area in the hotel and remember easy access for bringing in plants etc. You can have a stand for HPS plants but it will require extra organisation and should be given to someone not involved in other duties. Do not invite too many nurserymen at a time, as they will be in competition with each other. You can have different nurseries on each day.

It is also possible to have nursery stalls in some of the gardens you are visiting if the owner does not object. You can ask the nursery for a contribution but it is more complicated if the owner is also selling plants.

FINAL ARRANGEMENTS
About two months ahead:

 Finalise lunch and dinner menus 

Make up name badges 

About one month ahead:

Prepare packs with the booklet and any other information, to hand out on arrival.

Put them in large envelopes or folders. Colour code the coaches and the groups, using the same colours for the lapel badges, folders and the appropriate coach. When allocating members to coaches, spread around the HPS officers and members from the same area.

Start putting your team of helpers together in good time. It is useful to hold one of your last committee meetings at the venue (they should provide a free room for this) so you have all seen the accommodation and the layout of the site, especially those in the Meet and Greet party.

A week or two before the Weekend:

Check and DOUBLE CHECK all your arrangements - hotel, coaches, lunches, garden owners, refreshments, speaker, courier and other helpers.

At the end

Check all visitors have left the premises before leaving the college/hotel at the end of the event.

Write letters of thanks to speakers, garden owners and all helpers.

Check finances with the local Treasurer, deal with all final payments and send copies of the final accounts to the Events Co-ordinator for the national Treasurer. This should be no later than 4 months after the event.
Finally mix yourselves a stiff drink-put your feet up-and sit and enjoy the plants in your own gardens.

WARNINGS
Word your information sheets with extreme care, assuming that anything capable of being misunderstood will be misunderstood.

Some members will not read everything of importance on the information sheet, so design it in such a way that vital points are reinforced as they fill in the form. Once members have booked, give them as much information as they need to know via the information sheet to minimise the possible barrage of questions.

Confirm all arrangements from hotel to coach couriers in writing and assure all concerned that they will be kept informed of all changes and developments.
BUDGET BACKGROUND
Numerical constraints

Upper limit on number of participants

Total guest capacity at hotel/college

Assumed minimum uptake of residential places

Assumed number of non-residential places.

Budget Check List

Not all these items will appear on your final budget nor is the list comprehensive.










Total
Per  Member

Hotel/college bed and breakfast p p/d

Single room supplement p p/d
Dinner pp/d

Lunch pp/d

Accommodation for trouble-shooter (optional)

Hire of hall for daytime

Speaker’s fee

Dinner for speaker etc

Accommodation for speaker

Hire of hall for lecture

Hire of audio/visual equipment

Entry charges/donations to gardens

Refreshments in gardens

Dinner for garden owners

Coach hire
Coach driver’s gratuities

Bottled water/cups

Postage

Telephone

Mileage at current HPS rate

B&B leaflet

Weekend programme

Folders

Badge inserts

Bank charges

INCOME
Weekend fees

Nurseries and display stalls

Bank interest

Every Group will have had different experiences and will be able to add something to the success of future events. A report to the EC would thus be very welcome. Finally, please try to take some photographs of the event-the webmaster is always looking for new items for the website.
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