
Case Study

Sunken Gardens Westbrook 
Supporting community action to restore and  
manage amenity gardens

Making a Buzz for the Coast
The north Kent coast is recognised nationally for the diversity of bumblebee species its supports with 22 of 
the 24 UK species, including five of the seven nationally rare and scarce bumblebees. Much of Kent’s cultural 
and economic heritage is intrinsically linked to bees, with a landscape of orchards, arable flowering crops and 
grassland. Kent’s bumblebee diversity can be linked to its varied habitats and the milder southern climate. 

Site introduction
The Sunken Gardens are located on the clifftop 
grassland at Westbrook in the Isle of  Thanet, and 
managed by Thanet District Council. The Sunken 
Gardens were originally created during the 1930s as 
a result of  excavations to obtain materials to construct 
the railway bridge in Westbrook. Following WW2, the 
gardens, with their sweeping ramparts, limestone rock 
walls, grass ‘pools’ and lush bedding displays were a 
popular attraction for local visitors and holiday-makers. 
During the 1990s, council cuts meant that the gardens 
could not be managed as they had once been and 
they entered a period of  neglect. Shrubs became 
overgrown and the flower beds were bare. Littering 
and anti-social behaviour became issues for this once 
well-loved and cared-for space.

The garden is managed with support from Thanet 
District Council by the Sunken Garden Society. The 
group was found by Peter Hasted, a local volunteer 
coastal warden and professional horticulturist. 

The Making a Buzz for the Coast project was set up to re-address the decline and help to conserve wild bees in 
north Kent. Making a Buzz for the Coast is working to safeguard Kent’s wild bees, focusing on coastal areas from 
Dartford to Deal. The aims of  this ambitious project, are 1) to create and restore flower-rich habitat 2) recruit, train 
and support volunteers to take action for bumblebees and other wild bees 3) raise awareness about the value of 
these important insects and their conservation needs.

Making a Buzz for the Coast is a multi-partner project led by Bumblebee Conservation Trust (BBCT) and with key 
partners including Kent Wildlife Trust, Kent County Council, Natural England, Royal Society for the Protection of  Birds, 
Swale Borough Council, Thames Water and Thanet District Council, as well as numerous landowners and supporters. 
Its primary funder is the National Lottery Heritage Fund.

Sunken Garden interpretive panel.
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Peter founded the society in 2018 after attending a Bumblebee Conservation Trust (BBCT) volunteer task day to 
plant pollen-rich shrubs on an adjacent grassland. He learned about the Making a Buzz for the Coast project and 
importance of  the local area for rare bumblebees and plans for the project to provide bee-friendly plants to enhance 
the gardens for pollinators. Peter realised the gardens had no associated volunteer group so set about forming the 
society with the aim to revive and restore them.

The Sunken Garden Society now has a dedicated committee supporting their work and planning for the future. 
Monthly task days regularly attract between 20–30 volunteers for planting, tidying and litter-picking tasks with training 
provided in horticultural skills by Peter and bumblebee identification and ecology by the BBCT. Volunteers have 
contributed well over 600 hours to practical management.

Bumblebee-friendly planting and management 
One of  the main aims for the Sunken Garden was to improve the range and abundance of  pollinator-friendly plants. 
Plants were initially supplied by the Bumblebee Conservation Trust and planted on volunteer task days. A ‘wish-list’ 
of  plants, drought-tolerant and suited to a coastal environment was created, many of  these plants were grown and 
donated by volunteers.

The gardens now contain a variety of  plants chosen to suit the needs of  a diversity of  bees and to extend the 
forage season for bumblebees and other pollinators throughout the year. 1,000s of  spring bulbs including crocus, 
snowdrops and muscari have been planted in the beds and lawns. Tree echiums, planted in 2018 as tiny plants are 
now towers of  foraging bees through the summer months.

For more bumblebee-friendly planting ideas see BeeKind beekind.bumblebeeconservation.org 

Local volunteers walk a monthly bumblebee monitoring transect (BeeWalk) in the garden and surrounding area. All 
common and widespread bumblebee species are recorded on the route. 2020 saw the first record of  the scarce 
Ruderal bumblebee (Bombus ruderatus).

Lessons learnt
Garden Maintenance
One of  the key issues for this garden was the lack of  a water source. The garden is located in a very dry part of  the 
country and with regular periods of  dry weather, particularly in the summer months. Solutions include installation of 
a large 1000 L water container which is topped up regularly during the summer months using a bowser by Thanet 
District Council. The container tap is padlocked to avoid it being deliberately emptied. 

Littering and evidence of  anti-social behaviour had become a problem in the gardens. Every month, as part of  the 
monthly task day, volunteers are provided with litter picking equipment. As a result, although some littering continues, 
it has become far less of  a visible issue. Bins are provided in the garden and waste collected by the council team. 
One of  the society volunteers is a professional designer and has created sets of  attractive signage to encourage 
visitors to take litter home or use the bins provided.

Community Involvement and Engagement
Fantastic efforts have been made to engage with the local community. The group set up a public Facebook group 
‘Sunken Garden Society’ which has over 550 members, a place to share images of  the gardens and to inform 
members of  upcoming events and practical task days. There is also a quarterly newsletter with information about 
planting events, promoting BBCT and other supporters, raising awareness of  bees and celebrating achievements. 
A variety of  communication methods are required to ensure engagement and inclusivity of  the wider volunteer and 
supporter groups. For those without access to social media, this requires updates via e-mail or phone contact and in 
some cases receiving a print copy of  the newsletter.

Volunteers taking part in a Task Day.

Ph
ot

o-
cr

ed
it:

 B
ex

 C
ar

tw
rig

ht
/B

um
bl

eb
ee

 C
on

se
rv

at
io

n 
Tr

us
t

Bumblebee-friendly planting.
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Crocus planting.
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Community participation and awareness raising is key to the success of  this project. A regular practical task day 
takes place on the last Saturday of  every month, throughout the year. Volunteers are trained in the safe use of  tools 
and in horticultural activities such as planting and pruning. Local rotary clubs have donated 1,000s of  bee-friendly, 
spring bulbs. School and nursery groups have visited to plant sunflowers and Cosmos whilst learning about the 
importance of  pollinators. 

An eye-catching interpretation panel, funded through Making a Buzz for the Coast, has been installed in the gardens. 
The panel aims to inform visitors about bumblebee-friendly gardening and a little about the history of  the sunken 
garden. A notice board, created by a volunteer, keeps visitors informed by displaying upcoming tasks and the 
awards the garden has won.

The society regularly features stories in local media and community newsletters so that the local community is kept 
informed of  activities, events and achievements at the gardens.

Further advice, support and awards schemes
Important steps to ensure the development of a gardening community group include setting up a society and 
committee as soon as possible to ensure the group are able to take donations and receive financial support, and 
setting up regular and direct communication between committee members and core volunteers allowing for fast 
decision making and aid in management.

A useful and rewarding way to gain additional advice and to raise the profile of your gardening community group 
and possibly attract funding is to enter into the various community gardening awards and schemes available. 

Already the group has received acclaim from local community organisations and wildlife groups. In 2019 the 
society entered the Royal Horticultural Society’s ‘It’s Your Neighbourhood’ awards for the first time and achieved 
a level 5 ‘Outstanding’ for their efforts. They also received awards from Kent Wildlife Trust’s ‘Wild About Gardens’ 
scheme and were runner-up in Kent Life magazine’s ‘Best Community Garden’. In 2020, the society won a Defra 
‘Bee’s Needs Champions’ award. 

                                          

Garden History 1939-1945 - WW2 BATTLE STATIONS!! 

We shall fight on the beaches… and in the Sunken Gardens if we must! Fortunately, it didn’t come to that. 

However, Margate was an essential part of WW2 coastal defences and our beloved Sunken Gardens 

played an important role. There is a Defence of Britain database record which cites the location of a pillbox 

as NE of Westgate on Sea. It was constructed of reinforced concrete and formed part of the defences of 

the Kent coastal crust and immediate hinterland.  

Legend has it…… that a Bofors anti-aircraft gun was sited in the gardens to 

fire at German bombers on their way to attack RAF Manston.  

Pillbox Sector 7                                                                                                                                                                                         

Source -Council for British Archaeology (CBA) S001463 

Bibliographic reference: (1940) List of Pillboxes, Defended Houses and Roadblocks, 

43 Divisional Area Defence Scheme (East Kent)  

Searchlight Battery Source Coastal and Intertidal Zone Archaeology Network 

CITIZAN https://www.citizan.org.uk/ 

 The site of Second World War searchlight battery 

no. HC05 1X (old number HC06 1B) at Westgate. It 

was manned by 314 Searchlight Battery under the 

command of 28 Searchlight Regiment. The battery 

was operational by 14th October 1941. Searchlight 

sites typically comprised a small ring-ditch to 

provide the crew with shelter during an air raid, a 

predictor emplacement for calculating the height 

and range of targets, a light anti-aircraft machine 

gun pit, a generator and hutted accommodation for 

the crew. 

Petunias or Potatoes? When WW2 broke out Margate’s nurseries became forcing houses for crops that could no longer be 

shipped from the Channel Isles. The ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign encouraged citizens and councils to ‘grow 

their own.’ Back gardens, allotments and public parks were converted to vegetable patches to supply the 

nation, so was it out with the petunias and in with the potatoes in the Sunken Gardens? Most of Margate’s 

population was evacuated so it’s doubtful but perhaps you know a 

different story? Incidentally Margate nurseries, despite twice being a 

victim of bomb blasts, manged to produce 40 tons of tomatoes!  

                                                                                                                                                                                     

Thanet Advertiser 18 November 1941 
” Margate Town Council have included in the schedule for unnecessary railings those at the 

Sunken Garden Westbrook.”  
 

 

 

 

 

Thanet Advertiser Friday 19 April 1940 
“Instead of planting so many flowers the Parks Department of Margate’s 

Town Council is growing tomatoes, onions, potatoes and cucumbers” 

announced Councillor F J. Cornford (Chairman of the Parks Committee) to 

Margate Town Council.  “Although much is being done, we cannot change suddenly and run a 

market garden.” He thought the Council would not desire to scrap a very 

valuable stock of plants which had been built up over a period of years, and 

it would cost a lot to replace them if they did so. There was a revenue to be 

had from the sale of flowers, he pointed out, and the committee would make 

more from the sale of flowers than from the sale of vegetables. Tomatoes, 

onions, potatoes cucumbers were being grown, and it was hoped to produce 

about five tons of tomatoes, he said                                           

    

 

 

 

 

What happens to Bumblebees in the winter? 

All summer we have enjoyed the familiar buzz of busy bumblebees as they feed on the flowers in the 
garden, carrying out the important job of pollination as they go. As we come towards the colder months of 
the year, this buzzing falls quiet and the bumblebees seem to disappear. You may have wondered where 
they go?  

Bumblebees live in social colonies which have an annual cycle. A bumblebee colony is started in the spring 
by a queen bumblebee who finds a safe nest site and starts to lay eggs to create her first team of workers. 
They will collect pollen and nectar for the colony to feed further batches of workers as the colony grows.  

Towards the end of summer when the colony has reached its peak, between 50 – 400 workers depending 
on the species, the nest starts to produce male bumblebees (remember- all workers are female) and 
female bees who will become the next generation of queens.  

The males and new queens emerge from the nest and will mate soon after. With the production of this next 
generation, the colony has been successful and has reached the end of its cycle. The original founding 
queen, all of the workers and males will come to the end of their lives leaving only the new generation of 
queens. These queens fatten up on pollen before finding a safe, cold and damp-free spot in which to 
hibernate. This could be in a gap in a stone 
wall, tucked away in the soil at the base of a 
tree or shrub or a shallow burrow in north-
facing slope. Hibernating is a safer way for 
these queens to spend the winter away 
from the dangers of predators, disease or 
bad weather. North-facing spots that stay 
cold prevent queens from being woken up 
by variations in temperature through the 
winter.  

They will stay tucked away until we 
welcome them again to our gardens in the 
spring. (Bex Cartwright, BBCT) 

 

Winter 2020 

SUNKEN GARDEN SOCIETY NEWS 

Thanet Pumpkin Trail 

Ange Martin, mum of one, was determined not to let Covid-19 
ruin the fun for little ones this Halloween so she came up with the 
idea of the Thanet Pumpkin Trail for individuals, shops and 
community groups to take part. Sunken Gardeners brought their 
carved pumpkins down and lit up the gardens. 

BBCT donated interpretation board 

Sunken Garden, July 2019.
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Society community outreach.
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