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The challenge

Knowsley Council, one of just twenty "play
pathfinder" authorities, commissioned our
Knowsley office to design and implement
new, adventurous natural play areas under
its £2.4m two year programme. The
programme, completed in May 2010,
created 28 new play spaces.

At the time, Knowsley was one of the most
deprived local authority areas in the
country, facing health inequalities with, for
example, 34% of Year 6 children either
obese or overweight. In 2008, before the
programme, over 60% of Knowsley's
outdoor play spaces were ranked as poor
or very poor. The need for quality play
facilities was clear.
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Knowsley Council put consultation at the
heart of the programme, involving more
than 8,000 children in the process. This
was not just about equipment, but about
how children wanted to play and what
excited them, such as rolling down slopes,
messing around in water and climbing
trees.

Knowsley, Merseyside

‘On behalf of Play England —
thank you for delivering the
vision through these excellent
play spaces — for doing
something different’

Play England on the opening of the
completed Year 1 projects

‘The Pathfinder project team
has developed a clear
approach to managing risk and

challenge’

‘Excellent designs which are
innovative, embed design
principles and place play
value at the heart of

delivery’

DCSF and Play England in
the RAG rating report for
Year 1 (which scored

11 out of 12)
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The solution

We worked with the council and other
partners including ROSPA, Zurich
Insurance and Play England to investigate
and develop best practice in natural play,
identify barriers to play and create
innovative, inspiring spaces which
encouraged natural play.

As a consequence, each play area was
individually designed to reflect the qualities
of its site location and to include unique
features such as a mining tower and pit
wagons on railway lines in reference to the
borough's industrial heritage.

The outcomes

The Approach encompassed the following
key elements developed by Play England:

Innovate — a new and different approach to
design, development and delivery of outdoor
play. Move away from the conventional Kit,
fence and wet-pour carpet approaches.
Ensure play is a cross-cutting issue, linking
children’s services, green spaces and the
environment.

Create — challenging and accessible new
play spaces — reaching the target age range
of 8 to 13 years olds, from communities who
have not accessed good quality play

Engage — children and young people and
local communities in the development,
design and delivery of the new play provision
and the wider change programme. Embed
their views in the delivery.
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28 new play spaces were designed and
created through the two year programme
and have pushed the boundaries of play
space design. The programme was
delivered on time and within budget and
has contributed to the following impressive
statistics: a 22% increase in overall play
provision, resulting in a 42% rise in the use
of parks with new play spaces, with 69% of
play spaces now ranked good or excellent.
Figures for one of the most deprived areas,
Halewood, show a 17% reduction in anti-
social behaviour, and a 22% reduction in
crime.

In a borough facing high deprivation and
health inequalities, the Knowsley Play
Pathfinder project has encouraged more
children to take part in healthy outdoor play
activities and there has been a significant
reduction in crime and anti-social
behaviour. Not only did the programme
reach all the community targets set by both
the local authority and Play England for
being at the forefront for developing the
natural play ethic, the play sites in
Knowsley were used as an example of
good practice by at least nine other
authorities during the programme.



