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Introduction and background 

Why public open space? 

1.1 Planning Policy Guidance 17 (PPG17) 2002, states that well designed and 
implemented planning policies for open space, sport and recreation are fundamental 
to delivering broader Government objectives, which include: 

• supporting an urban renaissance 

• supporting a rural renewal 

• promotion of social inclusion and community cohesion 

• health and well being 

• promoting more sustainable development. 

1.2 Open space and recreation provision in East Northamptonshire therefore has an 
important role to play in supporting the implementation of these objectives. 

  Function of open space 

1.3 Open spaces can provide a number of functions within the urban fabric of towns and 
villages, for example, the provision for play and informal recreation, a landscaping 
buffer within and between the built environment and/ or a habitat for the promotion of 
biodiversity. Each type of open space has various benefits, for example allotments 
for the growing of own produce, play areas for children’s play and playing pitches for 
formal sports events. Many open spaces also have secondary functions, for example 
outdoor sports facilities have an amenity value in addition to facilitating sport and 
recreation. 

1.4 It is important to provide a balance between different types of open space in order to 
meet local needs. For example not all residents living in every area will demand for 
open space in the form of playing pitches or allotments. Residents in some areas will 
have specific local demand for ‘green corridor’ sites such as nature walks or 
bridleways. 

1.5 Changing social and economic circumstances, shifting work and leisure practices, 
more sophisticated consumer tastes and higher public expectations have placed new 
demands on open spaces. They now serve more diverse communities and face 
competition from various developers including sport and leisure. Open spaces can 
also promote community cohesion, encourage community development and 
stimulate partnerships between the public and private sector. 

 Benefits of open space 

1.6 Open spaces, including parks, playgrounds, amenity green space, nature reserves 
and the countryside, are diverse locations that provide opportunities for a range of 
formal and informal leisure, passive and active sport, recreation and play. 

1.7 Parks and open spaces are more accessible to a wider range of people than many 
sport and leisure facilities and are better able to realise the aims of social inclusion 
and equality of opportunity. The provision of open spaces and recreation provision is 
key to an ideal, sustainable and thriving community. 
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1.8 It is widely recognised that the provision of high quality ‘public realm’ facilities such 
as parks and open spaces can assist in the promotion of an area as an attractive 
place to live, and can result in a number of wider benefits. These are highlighted in 
Appendix A. 

National policy context 

“Assessing Needs & Opportunities” National Planning Policy Background 

1.9 PPG17 states “the government expects all local authorities 
to carry out assessments of needs and audits of open 
space and sports and recreational facilities”. 

1.10 The major change in the policy guidance from the previous 
version of PPG17 (1991) is the requirement for local 
authority decisions regarding open space, to be informed 
by local needs assessments and an audit of existing 
provision. Such audits should incorporate qualitative, 
quantitative and accessibility considerations as well as the 
overall non-monetary value of the land including the level 
of use. National standards are no longer considered to 
meet local needs, although they may be used as 
benchmarks. 

1.11 Other subsequent changes in this planning policy document are: 

• a greater emphasis is placed on qualitative considerations – this is particularly 
important as it will allow local authorities to identify potential for increased use 
through better design, management and/or maintenance of open space 

• it advocates the setting of local standards appropriate to the local area rather 
than assessment by national standards although these can be used as 
benchmarks – the Government believes that national standards are 
inappropriate, as they do not take into account the demographics of an area, 
the specific needs of residents and the extent of built development 

• it provides further guidance on the constituent elements of open space 
typologies  

• it clearly acknowledges the multiple functions that open spaces can perform. 

1.12 The policy guidance sets out priorities for local authorities in terms of: 

• assessing needs and opportunities – undertaking audits of open space, sport 
and recreational facilities 

• setting local standards 

• maintaining an adequate supply of open space 

• planning for new open space. 

1.13 The companion guide sets out the process for undertaking local assessments of 
needs and audits of provision. It also: 
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• indicates how councils can establish the needs of local communities and 
apply provision standards 

• promotes a consistent approach across varying types of open space. 

1.14 PMP and the Council have followed the recommendations of PPG17 throughout the 
study.  By following these recommendations, this study has the potential to make a 
real difference to the quantity, quality and accessibility of open spaces in East 
Northamptonshire. 

Demographics and background 

1.15 East Northamptonshire is one of the seven Local Authorities that make up the County 
of Northamptonshire. The authority makes up a large geographical area and is 
predominantly rural in nature, particularly in the northern and central parts. The 
southern area is more urban encompassing the towns of Rushden, Higham Ferrers, 
Irthlingborough and Raunds. 

1.16 The total population of the East Northamptonshire in 2003 (mid-2003 population 
estimates) was 79,900 of which 49.4% are male. The proportion of the population 
above retirement age is below the national average.  

1.17  In the twenty years between 1982 and 2002, the population of East 
Northamptonshire has grown by 25.5%, compared with an increase of 9.5% for East 
Midlands region as a whole. The location of East Northamptonshire in the Milton 
Keynes and South Midlands growth area means that this trend of population growth 
is likely to continue, with a significant amount of development planned over the next 
few years. The revised MKSM Sub-Regional Strategy allocation suggests that 9,400 
additional dwellings are required over the next ten years. A green space strategy has 
been submitted for this site. 

1.18 Only 16.1% of all households have no car (compared to 26.8% nationally) indicating 
that levels of mobility within East Northamptonshire are good. This is of particular 
important given the geographical characteristics and the rurality of the area. 

1.19 These demographic characteristics impact on provision standards and local 
community needs, as open space must be easily accessible and affordable to all. 
The location of East Northamptonshire within the Milton Keynes Growth Area is of 
key importance and relevance to the study, as increasing populations will place 
additional demands on the existing green space and sporting infrastructure. 

Summary – the need for local assessments  

1.20 The study is undertaken in accordance with the requirements of the latest Planning 
Policy Guidance Note 17 (Planning for Open Space Sport and Recreation, July 2002) 
and its Companion Guide (September 2002). 

1.21 This assessment of open space and local needs will enable the Council to: 

• plan positively, creatively and effectively in identifying priority areas for 
improvement and to target appropriate types of open space required 

• ensure an adequate provision of high quality, accessible open space to meet 
the needs of the local community  
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• ensure any accessible funding is invested in the right places where there is 
the most need 

• conduct Section106 negotiations with developers from a position of 
knowledge with evidence to support. 

1.22 Where no assessment exists, developers can undertake their own independent 
assessment to demonstrate that open space is surplus to requirements.  

 


