
Sherwood Forest Center Parcs village Case Study 
 

Introduction: Sustainable tourism in forest surroundings and the 

Center Parcs concept1 

Way back in 1968, Alan Ruff in his book "Holland and the Ecological Landscapes" discussed the 

beginning of a new environmental movement. The Center Parcs concept was developed around the 

same time and in the same country: Holland. Its aim was to provide people with short breaks close 

to nature in a forest setting in a way that linked business development to responsibility for land 

management, based upon sound ecological principles. 

This case study focuses on the Center Parcs concept. It illustrates how major investments in rural 

locations within the UK have represented a major innovation in British tourism and have generated 

widespread interest in the concept of sustainable tourism. 

Center Parcs was established by Piet Derksen, who was Dutch. The ‘villa in the forest’ was born out 

of Derksen’s love of escaping from the hustle and bustle of everyday life and getting back to nature. 

His first venture into creating short holiday breaks in forested areas was in 1967, when the first 

holiday village, De Lommerbergen, was opened in Holland. In 1981, the company opened its first 

centre outside Holland, in Belgium. In 1987, Center Parcs UK commenced business with the opening 

of the Sherwood Forest village. 

The Center Parcs concept is to provide short breaks in the forest, bringing families together and back 

to nature with high quality accommodation, a range of outstanding leisure facilities and more than 

200 indoor and outdoor activities, all set within a protected and enhanced woodland environment. 

Each village is set within around 400 acres of natural woodland, with trees, streams and wildlife 

surrounding apartment and lodge accommodation. At the heart of each village is the Subtropical 

Swimming Paradise, an extensive range of restaurants, cafés and retail outlets, as well as the Aqua 

Sana Spa. 

The Center Parcs Service Promise is integral to the concept. It is described in the Centre Parcs 

website as follows2: 

“We would like to wish you a very enjoyable stay with us. At Center Parcs, we are 

committed to delivering a memorable experience every time you visit. 

We train our staff to deliver excellent service. Our friendly, smiling, respectful team 

members can be identified by their uniform and name badge and are always willing to 

assist and advise you. 

We aim to satisfy the needs of our guests at all times and often exceed expectations. We 

service and maintain our facilities to a high standard for the comfort of our guests and 

will respond in a professional and timely manner to guest queries and complaints. 

                                                           
1
 Adapted from Business Case Studies -26 September 20190396 available at 

https://businesscasestudies.co.uk/sustainable-tourism-in-forest-surroundings/ and enriched and updated with 
information from https://www.centerparcs.co.uk/  
2
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Should you require any assistance, Guest Services are contactable 24 hours a day seven 

days a week, and will always do their utmost to help. 

If you have any concerns during your stay, you should tell us immediately so that we can 

resolve them before you leave. Please do not wait until you go home. We will treat you 

fairly and respectfully and appreciate this in return.” 

Center Parcs in the UK 
When Center Parcs first set up in Britain, the English Tourist Board dubbed it 'the most important 

innovation in British tourism since the war'. The 700 villa Sherwood Forest site and a total of 900 

units of accommodation; from apartments and penthouses to Lodges and Treehouses is innovative 

in several ways. It was: 

 the first large scale investment made in a rural forest location 

 the first significant import of a continental holiday product into the British market 

 aimed at the long and short-break markets 

 developed as a product that would be open all year round. 

Given the British climate, the ‘open all year’ concept was certainly bold and forward-thinking! A 

massive capital injection was made into the Sherwood Forest site. Within weeks of opening, in July 

1987, occupancy rates were above 95%, with most customers coming from families in the ABC1 

socio-economic groups. Now Center Parcs has six villages across the UK and Ireland: Sherwood 

Forest in Nottinghamshire; Elveden Forest in Suffolk; Longleat Forest in Wiltshire; Whinfell Forest in 

Cumbria; Woburn Forest in Bedfordshire and our newly opened Longford Forest in Ireland. As a 

leader in the UK short break holiday market, Center Parcs occupies a unique position enjoying 

annual occupancy rate in excess of 97%. In August 2015 Center Parcs UK was acquired by Brookfield 

Property Partners, one of the world’s largest commercial real estate companies. 

Sherwood Forest Center Parcs village 

The development in its socio-economic framework 
Sherwood Forest is an environmentally sensitive area and a natural heritage site - the home of Robin 

Hood. It is close to Mansfield and Ollerton which used to be a coal mining area. The closure of the 

mines led to severe structural unemployment. The arrival of Center Parcs had several beneficial 

effects: 

 Constructing the project injected income and generated local jobs. The company spent 

around £22 million and the local economy benefited by about £12 million from this ‘one off’ 

expenditure. 

 Around 1,000 highly varied jobs have been created on site injecting over £7 million each year 

in wages and salaries into the local economy. 

 Center Parcs’ policy is to purchase locally wherever possible.  

 Many Center Parcs’ visitors either visit local businesses on their way to or from the Center 

Parcs village or visit other attractions outside the village.  

 Economists estimate that the existence of Center Parcs has created a further 1,400 jobs over 

and above the people employed at the centre itself. Because Center Parcs is open all year 

round, these other jobs are all year round jobs too. The development has avoided the 

seasonal nature of many jobs associated with tourism and leisure.  



 Center Parcs has raised more than half a million pounds for Together for Short Lives, a 

charity which works with the 54 children’s hospices across the UK that support seriously ill 

children and their families. Funds have included guest donations when making a short break 

booking and match-funding from the company, rubber duck races down the Wild Water 

Rapids, raffles and sponsored challenges. Center Parcs also provides breaks to families 

supported by the charity.  

The Netherlands is probably the most environmentally sensitive nation in Europe. Center Parcs 

developments in Britain reflect this care and concern. When the Sherwood Forest development was 

first proposed, an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) was carried out in advance of applying for 

planning consent. If environmental problems had been identified, then the project would not have 

gone ahead. Careful monitoring of contractors ensured that the environment was protected as 

construction took place. Once open, the monitoring has continued so as to verify that the 

environmental requirements can be sustained in the long term and that no creeping long term 

deterioration is taking place. 

The Sherwood Forest Center Parcs village description 
The Sherwood Forest site is set within 400 acres of what had been non-native coniferous plantation 

woodland. Conifer forests are low in biodiversity. Although it has been difficult to integrate 

biodiversity into the overall planning, Center Parcs has been determined to do so. Biodiversity is now 

an integral part of the overall concept. Setting up Sherwood Forest began with thinning the forest. 

Over 500,000 trees and shrubs were planted, and selected grass and wildflower species were sown. 

A network of lakes and waterways was created to form a key element of the village. Plants and trees 

introduced to these areas provided a new habitat that has attracted new life forms. This allows 

guests to relax amongst a variety of native flora and fauna. 

In Sherwood Forest, heathland is naturally re-appearing in some areas. Heathland insects are re-

establishing themselves too. More than 113 species of birds have been recorded on the village, 

including woodcock, tawny owl, green woodpecker and tree pipit. A specialist study of algae in the 

main lakes and ponds identified seven species of international importance. Not surprisingly, the 

Sherwood Forest site has won several awards, including the Business and Industry Environment 

Award. 

Centrally located, Sherwood Forest is an accessible drive, from all over the UK. It offers a blend of 

woodland, lakes and wild meadows that create an exquisite environment to explore with friends and 

family. Nottinghamshire short breaks don’t often feature a beach, but there is a sandy beach in the 

property in which visitors can relax and soak up the sun.  

Description of the Center Parcs offering 
Center Parcs UK offers weekend, (Friday to Monday) or midweek (Monday to Friday) breaks and 

welcomes more than 2.1 million guests each year, with 96% of guests expressing an intention to 

return. Visit England recently awarded the company five stars for all sites (scoring each village 

between 90% and 98%), making comments about the friendly nature and efficiency of the staff and 

the quality and cleanliness of the facilities. 

This is how they describe their offering 

“What’s included in a Center Parcs break? 



There’s plenty that comes included in your Center Parcs break. All accommodation 

features the essentials you’ll need, such as pots and plates, glasses and cutlery, as well 

as bed linen and towels. We have free Friendly wifi across the village and there’s 

hundreds of acres of forest and miles of woodland paths to explore in your own time. 

You can also enjoy unlimited entry into our Subtropical Swimming Paradise, a family 

water haven heated to 29.5C all year round. 

Top tips for your stay 
We understand your first visit to Center Parcs can be a little daunting. Which activities to 

choose? What to pack? Where to eat? To plan ahead, you can book activities and 

restaurants up to six months before your arrival date. Why not visit our blog, Under the 

Treetops, for top tips and advice on how to create your perfect family break. 

Activities on your break 
From adrenaline-fuelled challenges to family adventures to indulgent spa days, at Center 

Parcs there is something to suit everyone, whatever the weather. Your break with us is 

tailored by you, so you have the freedom to make it as relaxing or as active as you like. 

See a full list of activities [https://www.centerparcs.co.uk/discover-center-parcs/things-

to-do.html Showing 324 results] or, if you have a break coming up, book activities ahead 

of time online. 

Our accommodation 
At Center Parcs we pride ourselves on quality, and that starts from the moment you step 

inside your accommodation. Each lodge is nestled in your own piece of natural forest, 

giving you space and seclusion to soak up quality family time. Choose an apartment, 

Woodland or Executive Lodge to give you the perfect base to explore or add some luxury 

with an Exclusive Lodge or Treehouse and enjoy features such as a hot tub, sauna, steam 

room or games room. Remember you can also purchase little extras such as early arrival, 

fire logs, starter packs and breakfast passes when you book. 

All our bedrooms sleep up to two people, with lodges containing a mix of double and 

twin beds. Check the floor plan for your specific accommodation at point of booking. We 

offer: 

 Woodland Lodges (1-6 bedrooms*) - A great introduction to Center Parcs breaks Each 

has stylish interiors and open-plan living, designed for family time. Bedrooms feature 

crisp white bed linen, and there’s a generous family bathroom. The fully-equipped 

kitchen includes a microwave and dishwasher, so you can spend more time exploring 

the village or trying a new activity. In the living room are sofas, flatscreen TV, a media 

hub, free wi-fi, and log-burning fireplace for cosy evenings. On your patio, you can 

enjoy a sunny barbecue or spend time spotting wildlife. We also offer adapted and dog-

friendly Woodland Lodges. 

 Executive Lodges (1-4 bedrooms) - Featuring everything you need… and more 

 Exclusive Lodges (4 bedrooms) - Relax in style 

 Waterside Lodges (3 bedrooms) - Truly unique accommodation with breath-taking 

views 

 Treehouses (4 bedrooms) - The ultimate family forest escape. Hidden away in the heart 

of the forest, you will find our most spectacular accommodation. Our unique, two-

storey Treehouses offer everything you could imagine for a luxury stay. Enjoy the peace 

https://www.centerparcs.co.uk/discover-center-parcs/things-to-do.html
https://www.centerparcs.co.uk/discover-center-parcs/things-to-do.html


and tranquillity of the woodland, with a dedicated treehouse host on hand to make 

every step of your weekend break or week holiday hassle-free. Designed so you can 

share special moments together, with open-plan living areas, games den, 

entertainment system and your own private outdoor hot tub, a break in one of our 

luxurious Treehouses will bring your childhood dreams alive. 

 Hotels and Apartments (1 bedroom) - Perfect for couples or small families 

Where to eat 
If you haven't visited before we know what you might be thinking. Fast food. Low quality. 

Lack of choice. Don't worry, we've heard it all before. But trust us, you're wrong. Each 

village offers more than 10 restaurants and cafés to choose from, including high street 

favourites such as Bella Italia, Las Iguanas, Café Rouge and Starbucks. For even more 

variety, try one of our own restaurants. From American-style smokehouse to 

contemporary Indian cuisine, there's something for all tastes. 

Shopping 
Relax with some retail therapy during your break. Treat yourself to some luxury designer 

accessories from Time for Shade or indulge with some mouth-watering handmade fudge 

from our own sweetshop, Treats. And for everyday essentials ParcMarket, our very own 

supermarket, has all you need for your break. 

Aqua Sana Spa 
Each Center Parcs village has its own unique, standalone spa. Set in the heart of the 

forest, Aqua Sana is your perfect spa escape. Why not add time to relax into your short 

break and let yourself reconnect mind and body with nature, you’ll leave feeling radiant, 

refreshed and revitalised. Each Aqua Sana has a spa with over 20 different spa 

experiences and a heated outdoor pool, treatment rooms, Pre and Post-treatment 

Lounges and a Vitalé Café Bar, an exclusive in-spa restaurant. 

Conferences and events 
Escape the office and immerse yourself in our beautiful 400-acre forest setting. Our 

experienced team will tailor your event to suit your every need, adding that personal 

touch to bring your ideas to life, so you can relax knowing you're in the best possible 

hands.” 

 

Governance Structure3 
The Center Parcs business is managed in the UK by the Board of Directors, which comprises of two 

executive directors (the Chief Executive Officer and the Chief Financial Officer) and representatives 

of its principal shareholder. The Board provides leadership and sets the strategy. It is also 

responsible for overseeing implementation of the strategy, risk management, financial performance 

and corporate governance. 

Operational oversight is the responsibility of the Operating Board, which is made up of the two 

executive directors and four members of senior management (the Development and Construction 

Director, the Sales and Marketing Director, the HR and Commercial Services Director and the 

Operations Director). The Operating Board is the main day-to-day decision-making forum. It 
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implements the strategy and has responsibility for ensuring that the business complies with all 

applicable statutory, regulatory and governance requirements. 

To allow the Board of Directors and the Operating Board to operate effectively, they have delegated 

authority to the Risk Committee, the Fire, Health and Safety Steering Committee (FHSSC) and, 

following new data protection laws, the Data Protection Governance Committee. 

 

Employment in Centre Parks45 
The company employed 9,500 people in 2019 in UK and Ireland. They aim to be the local employer 

of choice and they pay all employees a premium over the National Living Wage. 

This is how they describe their work environment: 

“Center Parcs' employees have one thing in common: we come together to work hard 

and with a sense of purpose, bringing the best of ourselves to create wonderful and 

memorable experiences for our guests in the great outdoors. 

Nowhere else the leisure industry can offer quite the variety of roles that Center Parcs 

can. From Watersports Instructors to Spa Therapists, PR professionals to Restaurant 

Managers - we may have the perfect job waiting for you. Below are just a few examples 

of the roles we offer: 

 Food, Beverage and Retail in Bars, restaurants and retail stores 

 Leisure: Activities, lifeguards and beauty therapy roles 

 Housekeeping: Accommodation, general areas and linen roles. At Center Parcs 

all our accommodation has been designed and built to the highest standards, so 

we need a team to uphold these standards and exceed guest expectation. Our 

Housekeeping team is responsible for maintaining up to 900 units of 

accommodation; from apartments and penthouses to Lodges and Treehouses, 

and for looking after our public areas and office spaces, so no two days are the 

same. That's why it's the largest team on each Village. 

 We have several roles available in our Housekeeping Teams, working various 

hours and days. If you are worried that you have no previous experience in a role 

like this, don't be! No experience is necessary and full training will be provided. 

Technical Services: Maintenance, Grounds and Conservation roles 

 Support Roles: Guest Services, Security, Human Resource, Finance and Health & 

Safety 

 Head Office: Contact Centre, Sales & Marketing, Development, Operations, 

Procurement, Finance and IT. 

At Center Parcs we value our employees and want them to share in the success their 

hard work brings. Our reward package not only offers all you would expect from a large 

organisation, such as Pension and Holidays, but we also offer a great range of Center 

Parcs unique benefits too. It is these that our employees tell us they enjoy the most. 

                                                           
4
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Benefits 
Benefits are designed to provide the essentials we all need to make everyday life easier. 

Profit share and management bonus schemes - after 6 months' service you'll be eligible 

to participate in our profit share scheme, which will pay you a share of our profits if we 

achieve our financial targets. We also have separate bonus schemes for managers, 

linked to both financial and non-financial targets. 

Pension - we offer the opportunity to join the Center Parcs Group Pension Plan, to which 

you and Center Parcs will both contribute. 

Life insurance cover - from the moment you join us you'll be eligible for cover at 2x your 

salary. As a member of the Group Pension Plan and subject to your contribution level and 

length of membership this can increase to 4x your salary. 

Holidays - full-time staff receive 31 days (inclusive of public holidays), increasing by one 

day at 5 and 10 years' service. Part-time staff entitlement is pro-rata to the number of 

hours worked. 

Company sick pay - we provide company sick pay after one year's service, equivalent to 

100% of basic pay for up to 28 days in any 12-month period. Part-time staff entitlement 

is pro-rata to the number of hours worked. 

Unique Benefits: You won't find these anywhere else. These benefits give you, your 

family and friends plenty of ways to enjoy everything our Villages have to offer. 

 Discounted breaks - once a year you can treat yourself to a 60% discounted 

break at any of our UK Villages. We'll also give you 25% off any additional breaks 

you book, and offer chances to book heavily discounted last-minute breaks. 

 Village discounts - up to 20% off whatever you buy in our retail outlets, 

restaurants and cafes. 

 Day visitor passes - an allowance to use throughout the year to bring your 

friends and family to the Village for a great day out. 

 Free use of Village facilities - including swimming pool, bike hire, gym, access to 

the Spa and some sports activities. 

Additional Benefits: We're always on the look-out for exciting new voluntary benefits, 

which compliment our Unique and Standard benefits, giving you the freedom to choose 

those that suit your lifestyle. Our current Additional Benefits include: 

 A Childcare Voucher Scheme. 

 A Health Cash Plan Scheme - which helps with the everyday costs of optical and 

dental work for you and your family. 

 Perks at Work - an online portal to a wide range of retail offers and discounts. 

Training 
We never stop developing our employees and have a wide range of courses and training 

opportunities. We offer our people a range of courses, most of which are developed by 

our very own specialists and delivered by our internal trainers along with carefully 

selected partners. As well as the more traditional training courses, we provide e-learning 

programmes which you can access at any time once you join us. Our programmes 

include: 



Management Development: We understand every manager is different. That's why each 

of our management development programmes are tailored to your individual needs. For 

those just starting their management journey we have a 3 day programme designed to 

give you those essential skills. Our Level 3 and Level 4 Management Apprenticeship 

programmes will allow you to grow and develop whilst getting to grips with those 

management challenges. 

For those looking to learn and grow whilst at work we offer a range of apprenticeships 

that give you the knowledge and skills to really build on your technical expertise! 

Legal Training: Center Parcs is committed to the safety and well-being of employees, 

guests, visitors, contractors and local communities alike who are in any way affected by 

our activities. In order to maintain this commitment, we train all staff in the principle of 

safe working practices as part of their initial induction and through a programme of 

refresher training. 

Technical & Professional Training: Technical & Professional development is about 

improving the skills and knowledge of individuals, where appropriate to their job role. 

The overall aim of Technical and Professional development is to retain talent through on-

going investment in training and grow the business by ensuring all our colleagues have 

up to date and relevant skills. 

Appraisal and rewards 
We launched our new People Framework during the year which sets out in one place the 

competencies, skills and behaviours we expect from our people across the business. 

Allied to this, we rolled out ‘Let's Talk, Natural Conversations’, our new employee 

appraisal tool which focuses on ‘in the moment’ natural conversations between 

managers and their teams, focusing on the issues that really matter and celebrating 

successes along the way. 

If you go above and beyond what's expected, stay with us for years (we're proud to say a 

lot of people do!) or live our values every day, we like to recognise this. We show our 

appreciation with a range of awards, including: 

 Long Service Awards, celebrated at an annual presentation lunch. 

 Star Performer and Employee of the Year Awards and celebration dinner. 

 Delivering Excellent Service (DES), instant recognition, prize draws and a 

quarterly incentive scheme. 

Work experience 
We have built long-term relationships with local schools and colleges near our Villages, 

and we encourage applications for work experience from students - see the list below for 

the schools and colleges we have links with.” 

 

Conclusion 
'To succeed, tourism in the community must be planned and managed to improve the quality of life 

of the residents and to protect the local, natural and cultural environment'. That is the view of the 

World Tourism Organisation. Center Parcs, from its first village through to the building of its third 

village in Longleat Forest, has shown that tourism can be sustainable and that by investing in 



biodiversity through the process of environmental management, it is possible to integrate a leisure 

development with a valuable part of our natural heritage. 


