The Hardy Plant Society

Summer Gardens Day Guidelines

First steps

The staging of an event depends on a local group either volunteering or accepting an invitation to act as host. Your Group committee will wish to be involved in deciding whether to host the event, when and where. After that you may wish to set up a small sub-committee to look after the detailed arrangements. It is helpful if you have a chairman/organiser, a treasurer and two or three others. At least one member of the sub-committee should also be a member of the Group committee to ensure the latter is kept fully informed and approves all the arrangements.

Arranging a date

When your committee has decided it would like to host the annual Summer Gardens Day, you should liaise with the Events Co-ordinator to agree the date to ensure it does not clash with any other national events. The Events Co-ordinator is there to support you and give you all the assistance you need, based on the experience of organising similar days and in liaising with other groups who have organised such days.

It is wise to start planning the event the previous summer. This may seem a  long way ahead, but various timings have to be met and you may wish to visit the gardens in the previous summer before making your final choice. Copy for the advance notice in the national Newsletter needs to be sent to the Events Co-ordinator by the beginning of December for inclusion in the February issue.

The Gardens

The kind of plants and gardens that HPS members are interested in seeing are usually at their peak between the end of May and mid July, and it has been traditional to choose a date within this period, usually a Saturday. You will need to draw up a list of gardens which you think would be interesting for members to visit.

The gardens need to be reasonably close together so that there is not too much travelling time between each of them. Probably the best number to choose is three, four at the most. Remember that your visitors will want to have a relaxed, enjoyable day; they will not want to feel they are rushing from one garden to the next without having sufficient time to spend in each one. Obviously much depends on the size and style of the gardens to be visited, but usually visitors will want to spend about an hour looking round and maybe talking to the owners, perhaps longer in a larger garden and if there are refreshments in the garden. HPS members are always keen to see other members’ gardens rather than those open to the public on a regular basis.

Planning your itinerary

You need to contact the garden owners in good time, telling them of the proposed national visit and asking if they would be prepared to open their garden for our members: offer a date with close alternatives, and find out if there would be a charge.  You can normally expect about 100 visitors to come on the day.

It is essential to confirm any arrangements with the garden owners in writing and it is a good idea to send a sheet which they can complete and enclose a stamped addressed envelope to be sent to the person co-ordinating the arrangements.

Transport

You will need to find a central meeting point where your visitors can park safely all day and with toilet,  and preferably refreshment facilities.

Visitors are taken to the gardens by coach. Many of them will have come from a distance and may have driven enough by the time they reach your meeting place. In addition, parking large numbers of cars outside gardens can cause problems.

Busy coach operators may get booked up well in advance, so obtain quotations from one or two reliable coach operators. Two coaches mean you can accommodate about 100 visitors. It is too much to expect any garden owner to have more than this number of visitors on any one day and it is advisable for the two coaches to take opposing routes so that only one coach visits each garden at a time. However, it may be possible for the two coach parties to lunch together in one garden if large enough.

Check that the coaches have a public address system available; this is an essential facility and your couriers should be asked to use it.

Also advise the company that the day you are planning involves visiting gardens and will probably involve plant buying so the drivers should be aware of the need for space for plants on the coach.

Refreshments

Arrangements should be made for morning and afternoon drinks, preferably at the meeting point: the cost of these is included in the day fee. You should also check that toilet facilities are available at the meeting place and during the day.

Some kind of mid-day refreshment will be needed, although there will not be time to spend too long on this. Some members may wish to bring a packed lunch although this is not always practical, particularly for those members who have chosen to travel the day before and stay overnight. You will need to be able to offer an arrangement for providing a light lunch and drinks, and decide where lunch can be eaten. Lunch can be included on the booking form as an optional extra.

In addition, it is a very good idea to have water available on the coach in case the summer day is very warm.  A member with access to a cash and carry is useful to obtain bottles and cups. Cool bags add the finishing touch.

Plant sales

HPS members do love to buy plants and plant sales add to the enjoyment of the Summer Gardens Day. The owners of the gardens may like to sell plants, or perhaps you could arrange for local nurseries to have plant stalls at one or more of the gardens. Nurseries can be asked to make a contribution from their sales to help offset the costs of the day.

Timetable for the day

It is absolutely essential to get the timing right for the day. This can be done “on the ground” by doing a dry run to work out the best route between the gardens, timing it and allowing time (about 15 minutes) for members to alight from and board the coach. It is a good idea to give the coach company a copy of your itinerary so they can approve the access to the gardens and parking. You should also give them copies to pass on to each driver.

Finance

Having chosen your gardens and checked any costs involved, made arrangements for transport and refreshments, and decided on the printed matter you will be sending to members, you will now be in a position to work out a budget for the day. You would not normally need to open a special account to deal with this event, but your treasurer will need to keep full details of income and expenditure.

You will need to include any charges for the gardens to be visited; the cost of the coaches; tips for the drivers, administration costs to cover producing booking forms, information sheets, maps, telephone and mileage expenses, plus a small amount for contingencies. National events are costed to break even as nearly as possible, and you should agree the minimum number of members needed to break even with the Events Co-ordinator.

As this is a national event, you will need to send a copy of the budget for approval to the Events Co-ordinator who will have been working closely with you during the planning stages. National events have the financial backing of the parent body, but the aim is that they should all be self-financing, with any surplus or deficit the responsibility of the Society. If there is a low take-up of places, which may result in a loss to the Society, you should contact the Events Co-ordinator to determine the future of the event. This needs to be done in good time before the Event Day, but the Events Co-ordinator will keep in touch with you throughout the organisation and booking periods.

A copy of the final accounts together with a cheque for any surplus should be sent to the Events Co-ordinator as soon as possible after the event.

Insurance

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 they should be advised to check with their individual insurers that they are adequately covered.

It is also advisable that you check that any venue (eg village hall) has insurance cover.

National Newsletter Notice

You should prepare a notice for the national Newsletter to say that your Group is organising the Summer Gardens Day event, and send your copy to the Events Co-ordinator. You need to give the start time of the day and an indication of the meeting point, that coaches will take visitors to X number of gardens, with a brief description of each, the cost of the day  and exactly what this will include-ie garden entries, morning and afternoon refreshments, coach etc. Lunch is an optional extra. Give the name, address and telephone number and if possible, an e-mail address of the member who will deal with requests for booking forms and further information, and ask for a stamped addressed envelope to be enclosed.

Do not give full details of the assembly point or the names of the gardens to be visited in this advance notice to avoid people just turning up without booking.

However, you do want to encourage members to come, so a short “come hither” description of the gardens will whet their appetites.

Information sheet

All enquiries should receive an immediate response from the host group. You will need to have ready an information sheet setting out details of the gardens to be visited, the cost of the visit, the meeting point, refreshments including lunch and other details you may wish to mention.

Consider whether you wish to help members who may need to use public transport by offering to meet them at the nearest station.

A list of B&B accommodation is usually offered; your local tourist information office may have leaflets and you may be able to draw up a list of your own members who would be happy to offer overnight accommodation to fellow HPS members.

Since HPS members are insatiable garden and nursery visitors, it is usual to offer a list of other gardens and nurseries to visit in the area for those who wish to extend their stay. Some of your members may be prepared to open specially for visitors on Friday or Sunday.

You will also need to provide a booking form asking members t o indicate whether they wish to receive the additional information lists.

When the bookings come in

When you receive the booking forms and cheques, keep a note of the names and addresses of everyone making a booking, together with a note of any special requirements. Please remember that national events are open to members only-unless there are spare places to fill. The administrator will check the list of participants to confirm that all those booking are members of the Society.

An event may be over-subscribed in which case a ballot should be held. All bookings should be held for a 30-day period following the day on which the Newsletter is published. The 30-day holding period takes into account both the fact that, to receive the most advantageous postal rates, the Newsletter is despatched to members over a 2-week period and that there is a variation in the quality of local postal services.

After the 30th day the bookings should be counted and, if bookings exceed places, a ballot should be held (the Events Co-ordinator will confirm the date for a ballot). All those who cannot be accommodated should have their cheques returned and be informed that they have been placed on a waiting list.

When you reply, ensure that you send all the necessary information –where and when to meet, the itinerary for the day, the time of return to the meeting point and enclose any route maps which may be helpful, together with requested B&B and gardens lists.

Enlisting the help of your members on the day

It is useful to have a registration point manned by at least two members. This is where everyone reports and you will need to mark off all arrivals against your list of bookings. It is also helpful if you provide everyone with a name badge for the day including their home county.

If anyone is late arriving, do not hold up the coaches- this would upset the timing and it is essential that the timetable is strictly followed. Have car driver(s) available, or use the back-up car, to wait for any late-comers and take them to the first garden. It would be helpful if one of your members would allow their mobile phone number to be used as a contact, on the day only, for anyone who is delayed. Sadly, the odd member will just not appear.

Signs leading to the meeting point are useful and reassuring to visitors. It is also helpful to have one or two members in the car park on arrival and departure to help with parking.

Arrange for local members to be couriers (two per coach). They are there to keep things running smoothly, deal with any problems and ensure that the visitors are gently persuaded to keep together and keep to the timetable. Ensure that couriers are given a final list of those travelling on their coach so they can check thy have the right members on their coach. The couriers should have had a dry run of the itinerary so they know the route and the gardens.

Ensure your Treasurer had provided all the necessary money/cheques for any payments to be made on the day e.g. driver’s tip.

It is also a good idea to have a back-up car allocated to each coach and, if possible, to have a mobile phone to let the garden owner know the coach is approaching. The back-up car is also on hand in case any extra running around is necessary, e.g. an item forgotten at a garden, someone needing to get back to the meeting point more quickly than the coach.

Ensure that the coach driver has his itinerary and map and knows where to park at each garden.

Cancellations

There are likely to be cancellations. If they are received in good time, you may have a waiting list from which you can re-allocate the bookings and it would be reasonable to reimburse those who have cancelled in sufficient time for their places to be taken up by other members.

In the case of people who have to cancel because of illness, reimbursement should be discussed with the Events Co-ordinator. Those who simply do not turn up on the day cannot expect to be reimbursed unless there are exceptional circumstances.

Now hope for good weather- enjoy the day and sharing your gardens with your visitors!

