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Introduction

Culzean Castle and Country Park is one of the most diverse properties in the National Trust for Scotland’s portfolio. This lowland estate on the south Ayrshire coastline was given to the Trust in 1945 by the Kennedy family, survived difficult early days and had the grounds designated as Scotland’s first Country Park by the Countryside Commission for Scotland in 1969.

As a resource it is phenomenal, a wonderful mix of the built and natural environments:

· Robert Adam’s cliff-top masterpiece of Culzean Castle and fifty ancillary buildings

· The designed landscape taking in woodland, gardens, freshwater and farmland

· The spectacular coastline designated as a Site of Special Scientific Interest

· A listed wildlife site and a breathtaking seascape

· It is simply unique

Basic Statistics

Culzean Castle and Country Park does not cover a huge area - 2400 hectares with 5km of coastline - but it attracts over 200,000 visitors each year. Of these approximately 60% are return visitors with a strong community base travelled from within a 30-mile radius. This local support was crucial for the property’s survival during the difficult Foot and Mouth crisis in 2001. It has a healthy mix of visitors across the social spectrum and covers all abilities and disabilities. In fact, Culzean has played a key role within the Trust in breaking down barriers and attracting a diverse visitor profile.

Culzean’s position as one of the top attractions in Ayrshire means that we also have a strong tourist element to our visitor profile, mainly from the rest of Britain but with significant European and American complements.

To cater for these visitor levels we have a large number of well-trained staff and are one of the major local employers in rural Ayrshire. Forty full-time and around a hundred seasonal staff are employed between 1 April and the end of October. These include foresters, gardeners, groundsmen, castle guides, rangers, retail and catering, reception and clerical posts. Culzean has a workforce which is flexible and committed to the property. They are a key resource.

NTS Management

The management of the property is now based upon a Property Statement which has replaced the former weighty management plan. It consists of a statement of significance, a vision statement, a statement of intent and a financial statement. Sharply focused and workable, it concentrates on the property as a whole integrating both the built and natural environment, its conservation, preservation and visitor management.

This approach has been fundamental to the success of the property. Although the Castle and Country Park have separate budgets due to the Park’s partnership with South Ayrshire Council, the reality is that the management team, staff on the ground, at the Regional office and at Headquarters see Culzean as one property - the big house and its polices – and this is its essential character.

A Conservation and Management Plan for the whole property will be produced next year taking in all aspects – conservation, visitor management, presentation of the property and commercial operations. It will lead us into the next five years.

A crucial factor in the management of the property is the relationship with our partners without whom much of the work would not have been possible – Scottish Natural Heritage, VisitScotland, Historic Scotland, Forestry Commission, Enterprise Ayrshire to name the main players. Without their support we would not be able to carry out the conservation work or offer such as range of recreational and educational opportunities to visitors.

The conservation work at Culzean is across a broad front. Over the past two decades the built environment has been restored to its former glory – large projects like Adam’s Viaduct and smaller, equally important infrastructure like the Gas House on the shore, restored and adapted to modern usage, in this case as an exhibition. Attention to detail has ensured that situations such as the loss of swift nest sites due to restoration work have been addressed, in this case with the provision of nest box alternatives.

The Castle interior is slowly being restored to a family house at its peak in the late 19th Century. This includes re-hangs of paintings, repairing chandeliers and re-instating the Georgian kitchen.

A landscape survey has been the impetus for major re-structuring of the grounds including the compete re-build of the Victorian Vinery from archaeological clues and old photographs. Restructuring of the woodland is revitalising avenues, such as Sinston Avenue.

On the wildlife side Barn Owls have been encouraged to re-colonise the Park and it is amazing what a little pruning on the top of a sidka spruce can produce – a suitable nest site for herons.

This ongoing work is in tandem with the visitor management work. The main thrust of this work has been to develop a zoning system which concentrates our facilities in four main honeypot areas – the Visitor Centre, the Castle and its environs, the Walled Garden and the Swan Pond.

People are encouraged by signs and leaflets to explore the second zone – railway line, cliff path, Happy Valley – and then there quiet areas where, if you explore, you can find peace and tranquillity.

What Do We Offer?

So what does Culzean Castle and Country Park offer? 

Some people like to be organised and for them we provide:

· Guided tours of the Castle ground and first floors taking in some of Robert Adam’s stunning creations like the Round Drawing Room

· An events programme with Living History demonstrations, a community Fun Run, a Burns Festival Concert to mention a few.

· A schools environmental education programme involving 16,000 school children with programmes linked to the curriculum – again using the full resources of the property, for example in our Victorian programme there are elements in both the Castle and Park and similarly in our Burns programme.

· Clubs like the Young Naturalists Club, 30 years old this year, 300 members annually and again with a Castle section.

· The Gardening and Wildlife Club for the over 50s.

· Interpretative facilities like the exhibitions and moving with the times CCTV cameras bringing live material into the Visitor Centre. This year the camera showed a pipistrelle bat colony.

For those who don’t want to be organised or take part in activities there is the Park to explore with its many fascinating features and exceptional experiences with wildlife.

Marketing

How do we sell this resource? The answer is using different levels of marketing.

· Being such a high profile property we naturally feature prominently in the Trust’s national marketing process.

· In the West Region the Marketing Manager, working with a company called 1576 will produce an annual plan for the property.

· Locally as one of the main attractions in Ayrshire we feature heavily in tourist material alongside the main golf centres.

· And we take every opportunity to produce at local level utilising all our resources – events leaflets highlighting Christmas at Culzean, functions, corporate dinners, car launches, 40-50 weddings per year, the Eisenhower Apartment on the top floor, film locations (Dangerous Liaison II, Bollywood) and look out for Extreme Archaeology in early Spring 2004 on Channel 4.

Issues

There are three main areas:

1. Visitor Management – Culzean has a lot of people in a relatively small area and there is considerable wear and tear and erosion. Addressing this involves putting systems in place to reduce the pressure, and developing techniques to absorb the numbers, such as horse riding permits, operation orders for events and overflow car park facilities.

2. Secondly, finding the balance between the conservation of the properties and the myriad of activities which take place, such as the level of commercialisation, intrusion of signage, loss of essential character.

3. Thirdly, is inevitably funding. Major projects are wonderful and necessary but the problem for the manager on the ground comes when the opening ceremony is over, the sexy part done and the dignitaries leave. What is left is usually an annual maintenance burden which definitely isn’t sexy. Similarly the day-to-day routine work, the supply of essentials like toilet requisitions, adequate staffing levels do not readily attract funding and this is a fundamental problem which, unless addressed nationally will continue to plague visitor attractions.

The high standards which visitors not quite rightly expect depend upon an equality high level of resource provision.

Conclusion

Culzean Castle and Country Park is:

· A wonderful place, enjoyed by a huge number of visitors.

· A holistic approach to the management of both built and natural environments.

· Partnership with other organisations

· A wide range of opportunities offered to visitors

· Marketing the full resource at all levels possible

· Need for adequate revenue resources to maintain and improve standards.

· And above all exceeding the expectation of the visitors.

