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Ng up

the rulebook

Bernard Spiegel of PLAYLINK calls time out on damaging assumptions and

outmoded approaches to designing, building and maintaining play spaces.

LAYLINK believes, and acts upon
Pthe belief, that the local outdoors —

residential estates, streets, parks and
open spaces — can fulfil the vital function
of nurturing informal sociability across
the generations. Ken Worpole put it well:
‘When outdoors nothing stands between
us and the world...When we meet other
people in this outdoor world, we are
more likely to meet them as free agents
and autonomous individuals than we do
in the graded and contractual world of
institutional or commercial life... The park
and the street give us our freedom, and the
buildings, too frequently, take it away’.

Sadly and too often, however, the outdoors
is experienced as fearful and unfriendly.
Spaces where the overriding call is for
‘security’, to be conjured by the technology
of surveillance and a web of prohibitions, can,
in PLAYLINK's view, exacerbate the illness
they purport to cure. We stand, therefore,
for an opposing paradigm: a presumption

in favour of a culture of permission. This
value-based stance informs our approach to
outdoor space.

Challenging convention
There has been the tendency to conceptualise
outdoor space and its use by mechanistically

fusing the category ‘age’ with that of ‘function’.
In short, the conventional idea that children
need designated play areas; teenagers need
multi-use games areas or their equivalent;
adults need communal gardens and allotments.
There is, of course, some truth in this. However,
when this approach is deployed as a rigid
template, the effect can be limiting and in
practice weaken the possibility of nurturing a
sense of social ease across the generations.

There is an alternative view, one that
understands outdoor spaces as potential
and actual venues for a range of informal
encounters. Here outdoor space facilitates
and encourages mixed use and informal
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DESIGNING SPACE

sociability. The term ‘village green’ serves as
shorthand for the approach this article seeks
to promote.

Pull up a seat

Traditionally, the assumptions governing play
and informal recreation provision on residential
estates have been that it should:

* Be limited to designated areas;

* Be fenced off, separate and distinct from
shared, communal space;
Have no role in engendering a wider sense
of neighbourliness, more a ‘hiving off’ of a
segment of the population;
Focus on standardised, manufactured
equipment, often in metal, though we now
have gestures towards the ‘natural’ with
more extensive use of wooden structures
(this sense | have of ‘gestures’ being made is
worthy of an article in itself);
Be focused on a particular age range;
Be age segregated within the play area;
Have no seating or free (‘slack’) space —
indeed, seating is too often designed out, not
infrequently in response to local consultation.
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The net effect of this approach is the

production of unattractive spaces that,

by signs and symbols, both implicit and

overt, de-legitimise the presence of

children and youngsters within their wider

neighbourhoods. In contrast, alternative

objectives might usefully be to:

* Create the conditions for informal
encounters across the generations;

* Legitimise children and teenagers’ presence
within shared, communal space;

* Provide play and recreational
opportunities;

* Create 'green’, more natural and attractive
environments.

Ball courts
Typically, ball courts are tarmaced caged
areas with goal posts and/or a basketball ring.
They are frequently unattractive. They are
also a source of noise as the ball regularly
hits the fencing that rattles in response.

Ball courts seem often to have been
parachuted into estates with scant thought
being given to the wider context of their



immediate surroundings, or their visual

and sound impact. In some estates we
have worked on or visited ball courts

that seem to be part of a wider and
unintended festival of fencing by which the
local outdoors is bounded, constricted,
channelled and segmented by the straight
lines of ubiquitous bow top. Ball court
provision itself is locked into a series of
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assumptions, for example, they:

* Need to be large enough to
accommodate a five or seven a side
football team;

* Must form a rectangle and require
fencing uniformly at a height of 3m-3.5m;

» Cannot be aesthetically pleasing;

* Need not afford opportunities for sitting
and watching the play.

Ball courts can be approached in a more

imaginative way. It's true, of course, that

they will always have high visual, and to

a degree sound, impact. But this simply

underscores the need to put effort into

mitigating their negative features. For
example, a lower fence on at least one
side immediately changes the court’s
visual impact and takes a significant step
toward making the area feel part of its
surroundings. Seating can be provided in
various ways. The aim is to make ball game
areas attractive venues where people feel
able to linger and congregate.

Maintenance, health
and safety

‘Maintenance’ and ‘health and safety’
considerations not infrequently act as
inhibitors to the possibility of venturing
into new forms of practice. | say
‘considerations’, though it would be more
accurate to call them ‘settled assumptions’
such that invocation of the two categories
can effectively render further examination
off-limits. This is a shame, for as PLAYLINK's
briefing on maintenance makes clear, there
is scope for making beneficial amendments
to established habits of practice. This has
now been graphically demonstrated by the
Islington Council's green space team: they
have reduced the cost of sand maintenance
by £20,000 per annum — and that’s by
keeping the sand, not getting rid of it!

| want to establish that, in principle,
neither maintenance concerns nor those of
health and safety need impede developing
a more open-hearted approach to the
possibilities that the outdoors can both
prompt and allow — as Ken Warpole put
it"..The parks and the street give us our
freedom...”

PLAYLINK's own work — through
consultancy; through risk-benefit assessment
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‘NEITHER MAINTENANCE CONCERNS
NOR THOSE OF HEALTH AND SAFETY
NEED IMPEDE DEVELOPING A MORE
OPEN-HEARTED APPROACH...”

support and workshops; through the design
and implementation of schemes — has led to
the creation of quite a number of schemes
based on the values and approach briefly set
out in this article.

This is not to suggest that they have been
easy to achieve. In practice it is difficult, delicate
and not without moments of contention. But
the results are there to seen, to be viewed, to
be critiqued.

More is possible than is often imagined.
This is not to minimise the challenges, but
to suggest that they can be overcome with
thoughtfulness and commitment.

A case study
(of sorts)

The editor asked for a case study, but
I’'m generally sceptical about the utility of
‘wordbite’ case studies, for they seem to
me, not infrequently, to present a very
partial picture predicated on the desire to
proclaim projects a success, even where the
truth may be more nuanced — but also more
interesting and informative.

Still, it would be foolish of me to miss an
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opportunity to say a few words about some

of our projects. My aim is to offer some
thoughts based on our schemes that have
been in the ground between eight months
and four years.

In the beginning...

Consultation has been a requirement (obsession
even?) of all clients, usually reinforced by funder
grant requirements. There is too often no clear
idea about what consultation is for. This can
lead to a version of the ‘blank paper' mode of
engagement, whereby the fib is perpetrated
that a scheme will be the result of residents’/
children/teenagers' wishes and that consulters
have no view of their own, but are simply
receptacles for everyone else’s.

We have a general view of what constitutes
shared, communal space, and we state it — with
respect and humility. But we have a view.And so,
| claim, we have been able to take steps — and to
take people with us — into territory previously
considered out of bounds. Thus, in social housing
we have paths, seating, unfenced sand and other
features and, well, if not quite always beauty, then
certainly attractiveness: areas where all ages
might sit and linger — and they do.

Keeping up appearances
Too much of our experience suggests that
maintenance has become a defensive practice

predicated on what can not be done, rather
than what might be possible. This is in part
because maintenance is not sufficiently
respected. Indeed, the very word suggests
stasis, a holding to the status quo and not a
movement towards something conceived

as beautiful and good. Sue Gutteridge has
suggested that we need to think in terms of
supporting ‘good gardening', which implies
change and development.

The way maintenance is costed can be an
impenetrable mystery that repels analysis —
and therefore control or amendment. Thus,
a park we designed — open now for some
eight months in which we have an unfenced
and designed ball park, unfenced structures
scattered throughout the park, an unfenced
sand play area, plus dredged lake and general
park works — had maintenance costs pitched
at a ridiculous rate by the contracted-out
company responsible at the time.

However, in an alliance comprising ourselves,
the developer, the local authority client, the
costing was resisted, countered and vanquished.
This took approximately a year. The actual
maintenance costs are now a fraction of the
original proposal.

Lessons to be learned

This is not a design issue as such. What's
required is tenacity, commonality of purpose,
and some bottle, not least to resist pressure
to adhere to unrealistic timetables that

take no account of the complexity of some
schemes and the issues that need to be
addressed. Had any party within the alliance
lacked courage, the scheme would not have
been realised. And the scheme, so far, works!

PLAYLINK is a multi-disciplinary grouping
working to improve the experience and
enjoyment of the outdoors. Expertise covers
five main areas: Consultancy and learning;
acting as a critical, independent friend to
design practices, local authorities, specialist
agencies; design and implementation;

advice and information; articles and policy
formulation.

@ www.playlink.org



