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REPORT OF: Planning and Economy Manager    Reference:

To: Internal Overview and Scrutiny

Subject: Torridge District Council Play Space Strategy

Date:   20th February 2019

PURPOSE OF REPORT: 
To provide the Internal Overview and Scrutiny Committee with additional information in respect of 
the proposal to commission external consultants in the undertaking of a Play Strategy for the 
Authority. In particular, examination of the points raised by the Chairman:

 Does Torridge need a Play Strategy with the last one being some 12 years old?
 How do we proceed not knowing what we have and what we plan to do in the future?
 Have we the capacity to carry out an internal review?
 How does not having an up to date Strategy or a new internal one, affect our local plan?
 Can the work by the new local plan officers count as a Strategy or do they need guidance as 

to the council's position?

1. INTRODUCTION

At the Community and Resources Committee of 14th January 2019 Members refused a 
recommendation that a budget of £15,000 - £20,000 be made available from the Council’s Project 
Reserves to commission consultants to prepare a Torridge Play Space Strategy.

The Chair of Internal Overview and Scrutiny subsequently requested that further information be 
provided to Members with regard to the benefit to be gained and necessity for the proposed 
strategy, which this report seeks to provide.

2. REPORT

It is considered appropriate that investment in infrastructure, irrespective of the form is guided at a 
strategic level, to ensure a clear vision and objectives are established to guide delivery over an 
extended timescale. With regard to play space a long term strategic approach is considered to be 
necessary to enable the Council to more effectively manage, maintain and improve  the play spaces 
within its ownership and to ensure that play space delivered as a result of development is optimised 
to meet the expanding and changing needs of our communities.

The Council, through its Strategic Plan (2016-2020) has given a commitment to secure safe and 
heathy communities. A stated action within the Strategic Plan is to: facilitate opportunities for 
healthier lifestyles for all our constituents by enabling access to good recreational and cultural 
facilities. It is considered that an up to date play space strategy, together with the other recreation 
based strategies already in place (Torridge Built Facilities Strategy and the North Devon and 
Torridge Play Pitch Strategy) will enhance the delivery prospects of the identified action. 

In considering the need to commission consultants to prepare a new play pitch strategy, it was 
suggested that alternatively the 2007-2012 Torridge Play Strategy could be reviewed and refreshed. 
Your officers are of the view that the 2007-2012 strategy is outdated to an extent that it could not be 
updated and that a new strategy is required, which will allow the Council to articulate its vision and 
objectives for play provision. A strategy would be expected to:
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 provide a strategic framework to guide future planning and funding allocations for play 
space, including opportunities to secure grant funding;

 provide, for play space within the Council’s ownership,  an action plan that sets priorities 
within an achievable and appropriate implementation programme;

 provide best practice guidelines that promote inclusion, improve design quality and refine 
management systems; 

 ensure that the design and upgrade of play spaces is achievable and sustainable within the 
Council’s resources; and 

 ensure the appropriate delivery, quality and future management of play space that is 
secured through the planning system to meet the needs generated by new development.

Play Space Assets
The Council owns 34 play spaces, which vary in size, nature, quality and likely longevity. The 
Council’s Property Team currently monitors and maintains its play facility assets to ensure they can 
be safely used. Members will be aware of the challenges that the Council faces financially to ensure 
that play space provision is maintained to meet community needs and the consequences of not 
doing so; if for example, play equipment is removed but not replaced.

It is proposed that through a play space strategy, a clear and concise direction relating to the 
Council’s current and future provision of play space would be provided. Through the strategy, the 
Council would have a better understanding of the capacity and outstanding lifespan of its play space 
assets and the gaps in play space provision as well as any potential overlaps. 

From an informed position, priorities in terms of capital expenditure, and how developer 
contributions towards play provision should be spent, can be established. With the benefit of 
identified priorities the Council will be better able to manage its assets and draw upon other funding 
opportunities to maintain and improve play provision.

To achieve the sought outcomes from a play space strategy, it is considered necessary to appoint 
consultants. While the Council do hold valuable information relating to its play space assets, which 
could be provided to appointed consultants, further expertise, together with an independent 
perspective, is required to bring forward the strategy; likewise an independent consultant will be 
able to assess play in the area from a holistic perspective not merely on its infrastructure and 
assets.

Members should also note that since the 2007-2012 Torridge Play Strategy was developed the 
Council’s workforce has shrunk considerably and therefore for bespoke pieces of work such as 
developing specific strategies it is often more cost effective to utilise external support.  Similarly, 
undertaking work doesn’t necessarily mean there isn’t a cost as officers would then have set aside 
other pieces of work to complete this specific  one-off task. 

New Play Space Provision
It is considered necessary from a planning perspective to have a strategic document relating to play 
space provision that can be used in conjunction with the recently adopted North Devon and Torridge 
Local Plan 2011-2031. Through the Local Plan infrastructure needs generated by development are 
secured through the planning process. In respect of play space, such needs will generally be 
required to be on-site, but developer contribution may be sought with the consideration of such 
matters as the level of generated need and the accessibly and quality of nearby provision.

The Local Plan established the basis for securing infrastructure generated by development and the 
standards that will be applied to Green Infrastructure, which includes play space. The addition of a 
play space strategy would assist with the implementation of the Local Plan by ensuring new play 
space provision is most appropriately located to meet the needs of the generating development and 
where developer contributions are secured, the resultant investment relates to established 
objectives and local priorities. 
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A play space strategy will support the decision making process on development proposals from 
which play space provision or contribution can be sought. Through the identification of play space 
priorities and geographically specific action plans the Council will be better able to meet the 
increasing and changing needs of its community. Having regard to a strategy, would add 
transparency to the decision making process and provide our communities with a better 
understanding of the Council play space priorities. Without such a strategy optimum advantage may 
not be secured in the delivery, maintenance and upgrading of play space that can be secured as a 
result of new development.  

3. IMPLICATIONS

Legal Implications
None identified.

Financial Implications
Funding is required to appoint consultants to undertake a play space strategy; it is considered with 
regard to both expertise and available capacity that this project could not be undertaken internally. 
With regard to similar strategic studies relating to recreation (Torridge Built Facilities Strategy and 
the North Devon and Torridge Play Pitch Strategy) it is anticipated that to commission consultants to 
prepare a play space strategy would require a budget in the region of £15,000-£20,000 depending 
on the outcome of the procurement process. Of course through the Council’s procurement process, 
best value will be sought to achieve identified outputs. 

Human Resources Implications
Officer time would be required to: define the parameters of the project, in discussion with Members, 
through the preparation of a project brief; to manage the procurement process; to liaise with the 
appointed consultants during the preparation of the strategy who will provide specific expertise from 
within the sector and ensure its timely delivery, being prepared to a satisfactory standard. 

Sustainability/Biodiversity Implications
The sustainability of a community is supported by access to a network of high quality open spaces 
and opportunities for sport and physical activity is important for the health and wellbeing of 
communities. 
There are no direct biodiversity issues arising from the proposed strategy, but such will be taken into 
account in the delivery of play space; North Devon and Torridge Local Plan Policy DM08: 
Biodiversity and Geodiversity will be applied where relevant.

Equality/Diversity
An up to date play space strategy would guide the Council in delivering play space requirements 
that reflect the needs of its communities both now and in the future; ensuring improvements in 
accessibility of play provision across all age groups.

Risk Management
Engaging external consultants will provide expertise to establish a framework to guide future 
planning and funding allocations for play space, including opportunities to secure grant funding. The 
absence of a strategic approach may impact on the overall gains that could be achieved through 
funding opportunities and by defining priorities within an achievable implementation programme.   

Compliance with Policies and Strategies
A play space strategy would sit alongside the Council’s other evidenced based strategic documents 
relating to sport and recreation (Torridge Built Facilities Strategy and the North Devon and Torridge 
Play Pitch Strategy) to ensure the existing and future needs of our communities are best served 
through the maintenance and delivery of sport and recreation facilities. 
Officers are in the process of preparing a Green Infrastructure Supplementary Planning Document 
(SPD), which adds detail to policy contained in the North Devon and Torridge Local Plan, which will 
aid its implementation. The SPD will add detail to the delivery requirements both in terms of on-site 
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provision and off site contributions to secure the delivery of play space resulting from needs 
generating from both residential and commercial development. A play space strategy would provide 
a framework to guide project delivery, having regard to locally determined priorities, where on site 
delivery has not been achieved.

Lead Members Views 

Although I can understand the reluctance to endorse a request for up to 20k to support the work of 
consultants there is no doubt  in my mind that we do need to undertake a complete refresh of this 
Strategy. If we do not do so we will definitely limit the Councils ability to deliver appropriate play 
opportunities throughout the District and/or to ensure that schemes are maintained as we would 
wish.  I think that between 10 to 12,500k should enable this work to be undertaken and hope that 
Members at Internal scrutiny will agree. 

4. CONCLUSIONS

The Torridge Play Strategy 2007-2012, is out of date and ineffective both in respect of supporting 
the Council’s programme of play space maintenance and improvement and as a means of 
maximising the benefit to be derived from development that will generate a need for new play space 
provision. 

In the interest of clearly establishing the Council’s approach to play space in respect of its own 
assets, and maximising the benefit to be derived from future provision, it is necessary to prepare a 
new play space strategy for Torridge. It is further considered appropriate that consultants are 
appointed to undertake the project having regard to resource limitations within the Council, both in 
respect of expertise and capacity.  

5. RECOMMENDATIONS

1. It is recommended that Member’s review the decision of the Council’s Community and 
Resources Committee (14th January 2019) that rejected a recommendation for £15,000 - 
£20,000 to be provided, from the policy element of the Project Reserve ,to enable the  
commission of consultants to prepare a play space strategy for Torridge and that in light of 
more detailed information on the need for external support recommend the original 
recommendation be approved .

2. If Members are not minded to support the use of funds from the Project Reserve, but agree 
to the need to commission consultants to prepare a play strategy an alternative budget 
source is required to be identified.

SUPPORTING INFORMATION

Play strategy 2007 - 2012

Consultations: Date of Consultation –  29.01.2019

Officers Consulted  
Sean Kearney (Planning and Economy Manager) 
Dawn Burgess (Senior Planning Policy Officer)
Steve Hearse (Joint Head of Finance)
Staci Dorey (Solicitor)

                                                           
Members consulted – Cllr J. Whittaker 
Contact Officer: Sean Kearney                      
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