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Recreational Open Space
Design Guidance

Introduction

The provision of recreation space is important for a number of
reasons.  It contributes to the character of a place, provides
opportunity for leisure and recreational pursuits for all and can
even contribute to wildlife habitats and nature conservation.  This
guide has been prepared to expand on the policies RL3 and RL4
of the East Northamptonshire District Local Plan, to provide
guidance which will ensure that open space is provided as an
integral part of new development and proper consideration is
given to form, content, layout and features1.

Leisure and Recreation in East Northamptonshire

The Council is involved in the
management and promotion of a
range of recreational and leisure
facilities in the district.  This includes
taking account of the community’s
need for recreational space and, in
particular, levels of provision and
deficiencies.  However with a
combination of greater public
awareness of the benefits of sport and
recreation, increased leisure time,
higher standards of living and the
rapid growth of a number of pursuits,
greater pressure is put on existing
facilities.
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Provision is generally better in the south of the district than in
the more rural north, where there is still a deficit of public
recreation space and facilities and an overall problem in the
quality of some of the existing facilities.   We will therefore
continue to monitor this situation with a view to producing a
comprehensive analysis of need within the district.  This guide
is intended to ensure that this problem is not exacerbated by
new development.

The Government  considers sport, recreational facilities and
recreation space to form an important component of housing,
major office and retail developments2.  The Local Plan requires
that in housing developments of 15 or more dwellings,
developers must provide children’s play areas.

This guide is intended to present the minimum requirements the
Council will expect to see in new developments.

Public Open Space

Developments may feature three different but distinctive facets of
public open space: Structural Open Space, Informal/Amenity Open
Space, and Recreation Space.

Structural Open Space will normally be included in the provisions
for housing allocations in the Local Plan or Development Briefs.
These spaces form a framework for development and are not
normally included in the recreation space requirement for specific
sites.   Such spaces often relate to retained landscape features
such as hedgerows and ponds or may be formed by new planting to
provide a buffer to existing development or major roads.
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Informal/Amenity Open
Space may be used to
enhance the setting of
new and existing
buildings both
individually and
collectively.  It refers to
the spaces between and
around buildings, which
are accessible to the
general public.  These
spaces may comprise
special and distinct
features such as ‘village
greens’, formal squares,
sculpture and water but
which do not perform
any specific recreational
function.

Recreation Space is the main subject area of this guide requiring
developments to provide areas of land for residents and other users to
enjoy walking, sporting and social activities.

New Developments and the Provision of Recreation
Space and Facilities.

The Local Plan seeks to achieve a minimum standard of 2.43 hectares
of open space per 1000 population. This is the recommended
provision set by the National Playing Fields Association (NPFA) and is
often referred to as The Six Acre Standard3. In terms of provision
through new dwellings, the Council considers a figure of 2.4 persons
per housing unit to be an average figure across the district.  Using the
standard, 24m2 of open space should be provided per resident.  It will
therefore follow a development of 15 dwellings is likely to have a total
of 36 residents and will consequently be required to provide in excess
of 864m2 of open space.
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The NPFA standard is split into two separate components, children’s
playing space and outdoor sport.

Children’s Play

Children’s Playing Space
concerns the provision of both
formal and informal
community recreation facilities
of at least 0.7 ha per 1000
people.  Equipped children’s
play space provision should be
at least 4.8m2 per housing
unit.  Informal children’s play
space should be at least 12m2

per housing unit, giving a total
of 16.8m2 of children’s playing
space per housing unit.
Therefore in a development of
15 dwellings a total area of
252m2 of children’s playing
space should be provided.

Within this class of recreation
space there are three
categories of play areas
identified by the National
Playing Fields Association:
Local Areas of Play, Locally
Equipped Area for Play, and
Neighbourhood Equipped Area
for Play.  Examples of these
are given in figures  1 & 2.
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Local Area for Play (LAP)

A LAP is a small, unsupervised play area appropriate for the low-key
activities of young children, such as play with small toys and games
like hopscotch.  The NPFA maintain that LAPs should be provided in
all new developments of 15 units or more but stress that any new
development should be mindful of the needs of children and provide
accordingly.
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Fig. 1. Local Area
for Play (LAP)
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LAP Specification
• The target age group is up to six years old
• Equipment should be compatible to European/ CEN Standards
• The play area should be at least 100m2

• A 5 metre wide buffer zone should be created between the perimeter
and housing to offset any noise disturbance caused to neighbours

• The play area should be located away from any busy roads
• LAPs should be sited within a minutes walk (60m straight line) of

children’s homes
• Adequate seating should be provided for parents and carers
• The area should cater for the needs of children with disabilities

Local equipped Area for Play (LEAP)
A LEAP is a larger, unsupervised play area, equipped for children of
early school age. Developments of 50 or more units should provide a
LEAP that is distinct from LAP provision.

LEAP Specification
• The target age group is 4 - 8 year olds
• The play area should be at least 400m2

• A 20 metre wide buffer zone should be created between the
perimeter and housing to offset any noise disturbance caused to
neighbours

• LEAPs should be situated within 5 minutes walk (240m straight
line) of children’s homes

• Overlooking from neighbouring properties should be considered to
create informal supervision

• The play area should be located away from any busy roads
• At least 5 types of play equipment to European/ CEN Standards

should be provided
• Adequate seating should be provided for parents and carers
• The area should cater for the needs of children with disabilities
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Fig. 2.  Local Equipped Area for Play (LEAP)
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Neighbourhood Equipped Area for Play (NEAP)

A NEAP is an unsupervised play area, which services a substantial
residential area.  It may not be necessary or practical to provide a
NEAP on-site.  In such instances contributions should be made to
upgrade nearby, existing facilities or providing the necessary
infrastructure for children to use the facilities safely, by means of a
road crossing for example.

NEAP Specification
• The target age group is 8-14 years old
• The play area should be at least 1000m2

• A 20 metre wide buffer zone should be created between the
perimeter and housing to offset any noise disturbance caused to
neighbours

• NEAPs should be situated within 15 minutes walk (600m straight
line) of children’s homes

• The play area should be located away from any busy roads
• At least 8 types of play equipment to European/ CEN Standards

should be provided
• Additional facilities should include a kickabout area and a wheeled

play space for activities such as roller skating and cycling
• Adequate seating should be provided for accompanying adults and

for teenagers to use as a meeting place
• The area should cater for the needs of children with disabilities
• Litter bins should be provided
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Children’s Playing Space Design
The design of outdoor playing space for children should consider
aspects such as physical and social safety, usability, accessibility
and opportunities for informal play.  Such considerations should
include:

• siting play spaces in open, welcoming locations, as opposed to
peripheral areas with secluded accesses along high-fenced, narrow
alleyways

• avoiding traffic and increasing accessibility through pedestrian
routes

• creating a safe environment by using overlooking properties and
well used pedestrian routes

• siting the play space sufficiently far enough away from
neighbouring properties to minimise noise disturbance.  Each
category of equipped play space has a specified buffer zone.  This
should be interpreted as the minimum distance from the perimeter
of an equipped play space to a habitable room in an adjoining
property

• linking the play space to other open spaces, footpath systems,
cycle paths and amenity planting areas

• ensuring all equipment meets the new European/ CEN Standards
for outdoor play provision.  For further information regarding the
standards, contact the Association of Play Industries at the
address on page 16.
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Outdoor Sport & Recreation

Outdoor sport concerns structured leisure activities such as football
pitches, greens, courts and athletic tracks which are available to all
members of the public.  The requirement for this is 1.7 ha. per 1000
people or 40.8m2 per housing unit.

The NPFA define outdoor playing space as, “ space which is available
for sport, active recreation and children’s play, which is of suitable
size and nature for its intended purpose, and safely accessible and
available to the general public.”    This definition tends to favour
certain age groups, predominantly teenagers and young adults.
These spaces tend not to cater for those who do not take part in
active sport yet still value outdoor space for its recreational
importance, for example elderly people.

The Council’s Leisure Strategy looks to ‘create the conditions
within which leisure and recreation is accessible to all’4. The
potential for outdoor space should therefore be maximised for the
inclusion of all sections of our community.

To this end, the Council will seek a more innovative approach to
the design of recreation space to provide a range of opportunities
for local people.  Elements of this will include multipurpose sports
equipment (fig, 3), informal meeting places with shelter, seating
and litter bins, and footpaths and cycleways (fig. 4).  Every effort
should be made to incorporate green corridors into schemes,
linking parcels of structural and amenity open space with
recreation spaces, not only within sites, but also to other potential
sites and existing development (fig. 5).  The main features are listed
below:
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• Multipurpose sports equipment (Fig.3)
• Meeting places with benches, shelters and other furniture
• High quality landscape, providing attractive and interesting

environments for different generations and interests
• Areas to walk, cycle, meet and enjoy informally
• Design closely related to existing features or local character

using, as far as possible, natural and topographical features,
settlement form and patterns of use

• Open spaces joined together by footpaths and cycleways to
create a continuous green corridor (fig. 5)

• Small parcels of land, superfluous to the main scheme or of
poor amenity value should not be included in the 2.4 ha.
recreation space standard

• Areas conducive to creating and sustaining local wildlife
habitats

Fig. 3.  Multipurpose sports equipment
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In some cases, especially where larger scale development is proposed
or where the cumulative effects of several developments creates
need, additional provision may be required for formal playing fields.
These could be provided within the site, or elsewhere in the
settlement by means of off-site commuted sums.  Where playing
fields have been identified as an integral part of a scheme, specific
needs should be discussed with the Council.

Town and Parish Councils, and East Northamptonshire Council in
the case of Rushden, adopt all recreational open space within the
district.

Planning conditions will be used to ensure the provision of
recreation space on the basis of specifications outlined in this guide.
Conditions will pertain to the provision of play areas, equipment and
other recreation space, the timing of play equipment installation and
the provision of acceptable materials and landscaping.  It is also
appropriate for the developer to pay the cost of any subsequent on-
site maintenance and other recurrent expenditure over an agreed
period of time, for example ten years.  In such cases, it may be
appropriate for the Council to enter into a planning obligation with a
developer.  These agreements are considered in conjunction with
planning approval under section 106 of the Town and Country
Planning Act 1990.   Planning Obligations may also be used to
provide commuted sums for off site provision of recreational open
space and play equipment.

In the near future, the Council intends to produce a code of practice
for the adoption and future maintenance of recreational open space.
This will ensure that all parties involved in the process will be able to
follow a clear set of guidelines.

Adoption and Maintenance of Recreational Open Space
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Figure 4.  Recreational Open Space with multipurpose sports equipment, a LEAP,
pedestrian and cycle links, benches and landscaping.
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Principles of Open Space Layout
Figure 5.
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For further information about European/ CEN Standards for outdoor play provision,
contact the Association of Play Industries, Federation House, National Agricultural
Centre, Stoneleigh Park, Warwickshire  CV8 2RF.


