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Introduction
Julia Grant – WRGC Chair

We are delighted to launch our first impact report, sharing highlights 
from a landmark year at William Robinson Gravetye Charity (WRGC).

Located within the High Weald National Landscape, Gravetye was once home to 
Victorian naturalist William Robinson, who used the Estate to showcase the beauty 
and resilience of nature. Today, our objective is to safeguard the woodlands and 
wildlife he established for the public benefit. Over the last 12 months we have:

•	 Expanded our volunteering programme, with over 450 young people and 	
adults now involved

•	 Upgraded facilities at our volunteer hub and improved accessibility with  
better wayfinding across our trail network

•	 Gathered new impact data from visitors and volunteers, understanding  
more about what Gravetye means for them

As habitats are lost and people spend less time in green space, there has never 
been a more important time to be banging the drum for nature - locally, nationally 
and internationally. 

Although it’s 100 years since William Robinson lived on the Gravetye Estate, his 
legacy and the conservation work we do today, are more important than ever.  
Our long-term plans involve enhancing biodiversity at Gravetye, encouraging  
more people to come and immerse themselves in its green spaces, and  
promoting positive climate action through our volunteering programme. 

We hope you enjoy reading this report…
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About William Robinson 
Gravetye Charity
William Robinson Gravetye Charity oversees a beautiful 637 acre Estate 
in the heart of Sussex – a unique natural space comprising woodland, 
lakes and meadows.

Our mission involves connecting people with nature and conserving nature. 
There are three strands to the charity’s work:

William Robinson promoted sustainability and biodiversity, bringing resilient trees 
and plants from around the world to the Gravetye Estate.

One of the ways we have followed his lead recently has been to fell ash trees 
affected by dieback and replace them with climate change resilient species like 
Scots Pine, rowan and sessile oak.

Carrying out conservation projects across our woodland, pasture 
and freshwater habitats– such as planting 1500 new trees in 
‘Peace Wood’.

Leading a volunteering programme which enables individuals 
of all abilities to come together and engage in conservation, and 
other positive action to combat climate change.

Enabling visitors to immerse themselves in nature via our trails, 
woods and views.
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William Robinson  
and the Gravetye Estate
William Robinson (1838–1935) was a pioneering writer, horticulturist and 
land steward whose ideas continue to shape how we think about  
landscape, nature and people.

Robinson lived at Gravetye for 50 years, reimagining the surrounding Estate as a 
place where meadows, woodlands and water could thrive in harmony. He rejected 
the formality of Victorian gardens, instead favouring natural planting, mixed 
woodland and wildflower-rich grassland – ideas that still influence sustainable 
land management today.

His approach was rooted in observation, 
experimentation and respect for the 
natural world. He believed that good 
land stewardship should be practical, 
productive and kind to nature. He 
encouraged people to grow their own 
food, care for the soil and think long-
term about the health of the land.

Today, our volunteers carry forward his 
ethos of learning by doing. And thousands 
of people now explore the Estate he loved, 
experiencing the beauty that inspired his  
life’s work. In a time of climate change and  
biodiversity loss, his belief in sustainability  
and shared responsibility is as relevant as ever.
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Visitor Impact Highlights
Over 8,000 people visited Gravetye Estate in 2024-25. This year we surveyed 
visitors for the first time and found that:

rate the Estate as 
either Good 40% or 
Excellent 57%

definitely gain a 
sense of escape and 
freedom

definitely gained 
mental wellbeing 
benefits

definitely gain 
physical wellbeing 
benefits

come at least  
once a month97%

56%

63%

64%

63%

I feel very fortunate 
to have this beautiful 
area on my doorstep So much effort,  

love and care has 
been put in

Perfect in every way
It really is a hidden 

treasure

I just love it as I can do 
different walks depending on 
my mood, weather and time
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Volunteer Impact Highlights
We’ve also begun to understand the charity’s impact for volunteers, with a recently 
launched survey designed for them. Based on the responses to date:

volunteer to give 
something back

definitely gain a 
sense of enjoyment 
and fun

100% rate the sessions 
as excellent (68%) or 
good (32%)

definitely gain 
physical and mental 
wellbeing benefits

64%

volunteer to learn new 
skills and knowledge88%

do it to make a 
positive impact on 
climate change

80% 92%

84%

100%

…Day was 
perfect - well 

timed and well 
managed - very 

informative 
about area as 

well which was 
lovely - definitely 

learned a few 
things!

I enjoy the weekend 
and weekday 

sessions. I would be 
happy to do more if 

needed

The passion for your ongoing 
project shone through, making 
it an enjoyable experience for 

all well done
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Conserving Gravetye
Conservation is a key long-term activity for the charity – in line with our objective 
to safeguard the woodlands and wildlife William Robinson established for the 
public benefit. In 2024-25 our efforts were focused around:

Safeguarding biodiversity – for example carrying out ecological 
surveys to monitor flora and fauna on the Estate  

Enhancing biodiversity – by establishing new habitats – new 
freshwater ponds, hedgerows and wildflower meadows

Planting trees to absorb carbon emissions.  
Our volunteers help us plant over 1,500 trees this year

Replacing species affected by climate change with more 
resilient alternatives

Partnering with environmental specialists to ensure we’re 
carrying out this work effectively
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Climate change has led to an increased risk of spruce beetle 
infestation. Parts of the woodland were affected in 2022 and we 
were instructed by DEFRA to fell the blighted areas. The felling 
operation created unsightly and barren areas of land.

‘Peace Wood’ was our winter 2024-25 project where we set out, with 
volunteers, to restore one of these plots, and establish a sustainable 
woodland. 1500 saplings were gifted to us by Eforests. We reached out 
to more diverse groups to help us including St Ethelburga’s Centre. We 
successfully planted 150 saplings of 10 different species including black 
poplar, alder, oak, and Scots pine. 

Special thanks to Diagrama Foundation, a local charity working with 
vulnerable adults, who helped plant 50 alder and oak saplings at Peace 
Wood. 

“Your volunteering sessions, mixing our residents with your community 
volunteers, have been very successful. We look forward to visiting regularly 
through the coming year”. 

Keri Strugnell, Diagrama Foundation

  Case Study    Peace Wood
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Volunteering at Gravetye
Our volunteering sessions began through online engagement with our 
social media posts. We developed opportunities based on feedback from 
early adopters.

Two years on, the programme is growing rapidly, and our volunteers are 
making a big difference to what we can achieve as a charity. 

We want to do even more:

Increasing the number of volunteer session attendances  
from 650 currently to 1,000 attendances a year

Widening diversity - encouraging more local people who are 
lonely, more people from built-up areas, and more young people 
and adults with disabilities to get involved

Enabling volunteers to develop new skills and feed into our 
longer term plans for conservation across the Estate

454 unique 
individuals 
volunteered in 
2024-25

They spent 
2,320 hours  
on site

268 were  
young people
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Listening to our Volunteers  
– Upgraded Facilities
Our volunteering programme has grown rapidly but up to now we have only had  
one composting toilet on site. In our recent survey, 95% of people asked for better 
toilet facilities.

Through 2024-25 we developed plans and fundraised for new toilets. Thanks to our 
supporters, we secured enough funding to proceed with the project works in Summer 
2025. The new facilities will include three cubicles, one wheelchair friendly. 

“I came originally in the hope of meeting new people while also being 
outdoors and exercising. I came back because the first session offered 
everything I’d hoped it would, particularly in terms of friendliness and 
companionship. I appreciate the opportunity to talk together in a more 
relaxed way after the work is finished. It is also good not to feel outside 
pressure to do any job that could be not age appropriate. The age range 
actually works well and I love talking to the teenagers who all seem so 
much more mature than I (or my son) was at that age! Long may the 
sessions and I continue!” 

“I came to Gravetye for the first time for Curriculum Enhancement Week in 
summer 2024 with lots of other kids. You did some really good things with 
us, like looking at the owl pellets and using saws. My mum said I should 
carry on coming at the weekends and I have come to every session since. 
I like the people. I have met some grown-ups that have talked about their 
experiences with me and I feel calm when I am here. I might do Duke of 
Edinburgh or I might not, but I will carry on coming and working here”

  Case Study    Cilla (Aged 74)

  Case Study    Sonny (Aged 14)
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Access to Gravetye
Gravetye Estate is set amongst the woods and hills of the Sussex High 
Weald and unfolds across 637 enchanting acres.

Access and parking are free, and 8,000 people a year come and visit all year 
round to walk, run, ride horses, learn, and spend quiet time surrounded by nature. 
Around 5,000 are young people. Time spent at Gravetye has a vital positive  
impact on visitors’ wellbeing. Our visitors also tell us they feel away from it all,  
as if they have an idyllic wooded haven all to themselves. And yet Gravetye lies 
within one of the most populated regions of the UK and is easily accessible from  
a number of nearby towns.

The Estate is rich in woodland and wildlife, with 24 types of tree and 74 bird 
species. If you’re lucky you might glimpse the bright blue flash of a Kingfisher. 
You can experience a mosaic of meadows, woods and ponds, and search for the 
headwaters of the Medway, as you explore the trails which criss-cross our unique 
landscape, inspired by the vision of William Robinson.
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WRGC Strategy
The charity has a long-term plan to develop our conservation work, and public 
engagement. The plan involves: 

•	 Improving access to the Gravetye Estate 
•	 Growing the volunteering programme 
•	 Developing partnerships to underpin this work 
•	 Understanding our impact for visitors and volunteers

We aim to grow WRGC fundraising income year-on-year to cover the costs of this 
public engagement work. Current income sources include: support from trusts and 
foundations; online donations; individual giving; and corporate partnerships.

Our Plans for 2025-26

1 Increasing the diversity and total number of volunteerswho support our 
conservation work

2 Completing and opening the new accessible toilet facilities for our volunteers 

3 Exploring how we can make our Blue Trail more accessible

4 Planting new trees establishing more climate resilient areas 

5 Providing better signage and better parking to enhance the experience  
of our visitors

6 Surveying potential volunteers to understand any barriers they may face 
to getting involved

7 Creating new pollinator-friendly, biodiverse meadows

These objectives are dependent on us continuing to raise a minimum of £150,000 
per year from like-minded grantmakers, companies and individuals. If you would 
like to find out more please contact us via hello@wrgc.org.uk
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Current Partners
Partnerships are vital to our public engagement and conservation work, helping 
connect people with nature, enhance biodiversity, and improve accessibility  
– thank you: 

Current Supporters
We could not continue to carry out this vital work without the support of our donors  
– thank you: 

•	 University of Sussex 
•	 Newt Conservation Partnership 
•	 Ashdown Forest Conservators 
•	 Sussex Barn Owl Group 
•	 Sussex Ornithological Society
•	 RSPB
•	 Project Ripple Effect
•	 Eforests
•	 The People’s Trust for Endangered 

Species

•	 Weald to Waves
•	 Being Neighbourly EG 
•	 St Ethelburga’s Centre for 

Reconciliation and Peace 
•	 Diagrama Foundation 
•	 Blackland Farm Outdoor Centre
•	 High Weald National Landscape
•	 Local primary, secondary and  

SEN groups
•	 Local uniformed groups

•	 Chapman Charitable Trust 
•	 The Common Good Trust 
•	 John Swire 1989 Charitable Trust
•	 Ernest Kleinwort Charitable Trust
•	 Garfield Weston Foundation 
•	 Bernard Sunley Foundation 
•	 Lawson Trust

•	 Lochlands Trust
•	 Aviva Community Fund
•	 Passenger Clothing
•	 Faversham House
•	 Jeremy Kaye
•	 Nick Peaty
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