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 I
t can seem as if gardens and ‘green’ spaces are 
everywhere. Even if you don’t have your own 
garden, you might regularly walk though a park, 
past a beautifully tended front garden, or perhaps  
a handsome line of trees along the pavement. 

However, the reality is that for more and more people 
this is probably not true. Green areas across Britain are 
disappearing at an alarming rate – it is thought nearly half 
of London’s front gardens are paved over, making way for 
cars, wheelie bins and anything other than plants. 

Greening Grey Britain
Research commissioned by the RHS (from Ipsos MORI 
polls in 2005 and 2015) has revealed that around three 
times as many front gardens are now completely paved 
over compared to 10 years ago – a total increase of 15 
square miles of ‘grey’. This means that more than half of 

the total surface area of UK front gardens is hard surfacing. 
These worrying figures lie behind the RHS Greening Grey 
Britain campaign, launched in April (see panel, p39). 

Gardens play a crucial role in urban areas, helping to 
protect against flooding and extremes of temperature,  
as well as supporting wildlife and providing health 
benefits. The phrase ‘greening’ simply means growing 
plants wherever possible – planting makes up to 
25 percent of the total area of land in most UK cities. 

Of course, not everyone has a large garden; it might be  
a collection of pots on a balcony or just a windowbox. But 
it doesn’t matter how much space you have, taking action 
to plant or ‘green up’ whatever you can will add up to a 
greater collective benefit for our towns and cities. That is 
why the RHS is asking gardeners to ‘Promise to plant’ (see 
p39) – with the aim of transforming 6,000 grey spaces 
into planted places by the end of 2017.

This issue of The Garden celebrates the diversity of urban and suburban gardening. 
With 90 percent of UK residents living in built-up areas, the need to green our cities  

and towns has never been more important, as the articles in this section  
– and the RHS Greening Grey Britain campaign – demonstrate

Urban gardens
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RHS Greening 
Grey Britain
The aim of the RHS Greening Grey Britain campaign 
is to transform soulless grey areas into living, planted 
places that enrich lives. There are many simple ways 
in which gardeners can help support the campaign, 
such as by making a ‘Promise to plant’ (see below). 
Greening towns and cities does not have to be the 
responsibility of local authorities; instead, it is easy 
to take those first steps in your own garden by: 
✤ Planting climbers and wall shrubs
✤ Growing plants for wildlife
✤ Using permeable paving
✤ Planting a tree
✤  Share what you have greened by tweeting your 

photographs using #GreeningGreyBritain

More at www.rhs.org.uk/ggb
On the RHS 
Greening Grey 
Britain website, 
there are ideas, 
information and 
practical advice on 
how to bring more 
‘green’ into your 
local environment:
✤ Design 
inspiration and 
permeable paving;
✤ Choosing plants 
for your garden;
✤ Summary of  
RHS research.

In this edition of The Garden
This special issue celebrates the diversity of urban 
gardens and green spaces, and the myriad roles they  
play for people, plants, wildlife and the environment. 

Take inspiration for greening your own urban space 
from the range of articles that follow on pages 40–73,  
all of which encompass the joy of urban gardening.

They range from the town-centre back garden of Eli 
Kling and Jo Naiman, lushly planted with acers (pp46–
47) to the famous High Line linear park that serves New 
York City (pp49–52), and the heights of Wendy Shillam’s 
productive rooftop allotment (pp40–41). 

A community garden created by Cheetham Church of 
England Community Academy, in Manchester (pp54–55), 
is one initiative that has improved a derelict, grey area, 
transformed by staff, pupils and community spirit. 

For plant inspiration, garden designer Matt James 
provides a list of tough, versatile, low-growing plants that 
can thrive in the challenging growing conditions many 
town gardens offer (pp42–45). 

Whatever your tastes or planting styles, these stories  
of urban gardening and its benefits offer a wealth of ideas 
and encouragement.

Saving front gardens 
Paving over front gardens may seem like the ideal 
way to solve parking problems, or to make things 
easier for our increasingly busy lifestyles, but these 
hard surfaces can have a serious negative impact  
on the wider environment. You may feel that a few 
more paving slabs will not make much difference, 
but when 3 million extra front gardens have been 
completely paved over during the past 10 years,  
the scale of the problem becomes apparent.

By planting extra plants, or at least not paving over 
green areas, benefits can be achieved, including: 

 Improved air cooling
 Improved air quality
 Insulation of buildings by garden vegetation
  Mitigating flooding, helping to intercept and reduce 
the impact of heavy rainfall
 Improved mental and physical health for people 

who maintain their gardens regularly
   Increased potential habitats  

for local wildlife
  Increasing the visual appeal 
of your home, and 

potentially sustaining or 
increasing its value

 
✤ For planting and 
design ideas, search 
‘Front gardens’ at  
www.rhs.org.uk

✤ See pp72–73 for an 
imaginative example of 

planting up a front garden. 
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Maintaining green surfaces under trees actually 
helps trees’ cooling capacity and means less water 
is needed to sustain the tree. During a three-week 
trial in June 2010 in Reading, Berkshire, young 
London plane trees (Platanus x hispanica) grown 
in 20 litre (4½ gallon) containers that were placed 
on top of grass, needed on average 1.5 litres  
(3¼ pints) less water per tree and had lower leaf 
temperatures than those in pots standing on gravel.

By planting trees that trap particulates, we 
can clean the air in our local area. In our 

experiments with the leaves of five 
tree species (London plane, lime 
tree, holm oak, turkey oak and 

olive), London plane captured a similar 
number of powder particles per square 

millimetre of leaf area as the leaves of lime 
and olive trees. However, after simulating 
rainfall, London plane retained almost 90 
percent of particles on leaf surfaces, while 
olive retained only 13 percent. This could 
help gardeners choose the best trees to 
improve air quality around their houses.

Plants have good cooling potential when 
used as roof cover, but not all plants are 
the same – so consider which ones to use.

On hot summer days in the UK (when  
air temperatures were above 24°c / 75°f), 
Salvia officinalis (left) plants used as roof  
cover decreased the soil temperature  
6cm (2⅜in) below the surface by 7.5°c 
(13.5°f), compared to the temperature  
of bare soil. However, soil covered with 
Sempervivum (houseleeks) was only 
marginally cooler than bare soil. 

Proven plant benefits

Some plants are more efficient 
at capturing rainfall and could 
therefore help in the manage-
ment of storm water. 

In our experiments, scientists 
simulated rainfall on various 
plant species that can be grown 
on green roofs. Sedum-covered 
(pictured) containers retained 
about 30 percent of applied 
water, while Salvia-covered 
pots retained much more, 
about 50 percent, largely due 
to Salvia being able to ‘drain’ 
more water out of the soil. 

1Plants can help 
capture rainfall

6Some plants can  
keep us cool  

7Lawns and planted surfaces help 
reduce water needs of trees
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Ongoing RHS research uncovers some 
fascinating facts about the environmental 
benefits of plants in an urban area,  
by Tijana Blanuša, RHS Principal 
Horticultural Scientist

It has been reported that each square metre of a green roof can absorb 
the average annual particulate emissions of one car. Simple extensive 
green roofs (those that require minimal maintenance and no additional  
irrigation), such as those containing  
sedum or grasses, can absorb  
around 100g (3½oz) of particulate  
pollutants per square metre  
(3oz per sq yd) per year. 

5Green roofs can help mitigate some  
of the polluting effects of cars

On cold winter nights (when 
the maximum night-time 
temperature was below 
freezing) the use of Sedum, 
Salvia and Stachys (pictured) 
on green roofs warmed the  
soil (at 6cm / 2⅜ in depth) 
temperature in which they 
were grown by 1.3°c (2.3°f).

3Plants can  
help insulate

Greening your community
There are also thousands of community groups 
around the UK already greening their local environ-
ment. Participants in RHS Britain in Bloom and  
It's Your Neighbourhood are making a positive 
impact in the places where they live and work. 
✤ RHS Britain in Bloom and It’s Your Neighbourhood 
have established community gardens, renovated 
run-down patches and introduced local recycling.
✤ More than 2,800 gardening societies in the UK 
affiliated to the RHS organise activities in their areas. 
✤ RHS Community Outreach teams already support 
projects helping communities transform neglected 
spaces (see p54) and more initiatives are planned. 
✤ Visit: ww.rhs.org.uk/communities

Go online to 
Promise to plant 

✤ The RHS aims to transform 6,000 
grey spaces into living, planted places 

by the end of 2017, but we need your 
help. ‘Promise to plant’ online at 

www.rhs.org.uk/ggb

4 Tree leaves can  
clean our air 

2Street trees can 
trap pollution

Some trees can help trap 
pollution particulates emitted 
from car engines. The canopy 
of a single 6m (20ft) Tilia 
(European lime) may have the 
capacity of holding about 166g 
(6oz) of insoluble particulates 
at any time in dry weather (this 
does not include particulates 
captured by any of the woody 
parts of the tree).
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