
BRECKLAND DISTRICT COUNCIL

Report of: Executive Member for Assets and Strategic Development 

To: Local Plan Working Group 27.05.2015

Author: Feng Li, Senior Planning Policy Officer

Subject: Open Space Assessment 

Purpose: The purpose of this report is to present Members the findings of the Open Space 
Assessment, which will form part of the evidence supporting the Local Plan.

Recommendation(s): 

1) That members note the findings and recommendations of this study and agree to use as 
evidence base to support the preparation of the emerging Local Plan. 

1.0 BACKGROUND

Introduction 
 
1.1 A range of studies have been undertaken to support the production of the Breckland Local 

Plan to ensure that the plan is supported by robust evidence base and can stand scrutiny in 
the Public Examination. 

1.2 As part of the evidence base for the Local Plan, this study provides an audit of all open 
space provision within Breckland District (excluding Thetford Forest). This study is 
underpinned by National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) para 73 that “Planning 
Policies should be based on robust and up-to-date assessments of the needs for open 
space, sports and recreation facilities and opportunities for new provision.” 

1.3 The findings of the study will form the basis to develop planning policies for open space 
within the Local Plan. It provides evidence to direct future policies and provides Breckland 
with planning guidance, future policy recommendations and open space standards through 
identifying needs for new open spaces and outdoor sports facilities. In the meantime, the 
study seeks to inform the future management of open spaces and sports facilities including 
the identification of opportunities to enhance and reconfigure open space provision. 

1.4 The purpose of this report is to inform Members on the methodology and findings of the 
Open Space Assessment so that the findings and recommendations can be used to 
develop relevant Local Plan policies. 

Methodology

1.5 This study seeks to evaluate the quantity, quality and accessibility of open space and 
recreational land provision in Breckland and recommend standards and effective 
mechanisms in order for appropriate open space provision to be secured to meet future 
needs. 

1.6 The study involves five key stages, which include: 

 Step 1 - Identifying local needs through reviewing the implication of existing strategies, 
existing policies/ provision standards and consulting with local communities;
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 Step 2 - Audit local provision of both children’s play and outdoor sports pitches;  
 Step 3 - Setting provision standards and determine quality, quantity and accessibility 

standards;
 Step 4 - Application of Provision Standards to identify deficiencies or surplus in terms of 

accessibility, quality and quantity;
 Step 5 - Applying and testing the effectiveness of the current policy to provide options and 

recommendations for the future provision of open space across the district. 

1.7 The process has also integrated other important elements, such as assessing potential 
Local Green Space (discussed below) and providing a mechanism for off-site developer 
contributions in accordance with the provision standard. 

Local Green Space

1.8 The NPPF introduced a new designation of Local Green Space (LGS), which seeks to 
provide special protection against development for green areas of particular importance to 
local communities. However, the LGS designation is appropriate for most green areas or 
open space. Para 77 of the NPPF states that the designation should only be used: 
 where the green space is in reasonably close proximity to the community it serves;
 where the green area is demonstrably special to a local community and holds a 

particular local significance, for example because of its beauty, historic significance, 
recreational value (including as a playing field), tranquillity or richness of its wildlife; 
and

 where the green area concerned is local in character and is not an extensive tract of 
land.

1.9 Therefore, in addition to assessing the quality, quantity and accessibility standards as 
mentioned above, the study also seeks to address the NPPF requirement of identifying 
Local Green Space through assessing the candidate sites put forward through the 
consultation process. A total of 9 sites were proposed through Parish consultation, 2 of 
which were considered to be reasonable candidate sites for LGS designation. The 
assessment critieria developed through this study will also be used to assess further sites 
put forward of LGS designation through the call for site process.  

Open Space Audit

1.10 The study has identified a total of 792 sites within the Breckland District which meet the 
PPG17 typology criteria (which is still considered relevant in the absence of new guidance 
from the NPPF). This is an increase in the number of sites from 513 in the 2007 survey and 
534 in the subsequent 2010 update, through a thorough identification process which 
involved a comprehensive desktop review and parish consultation. A Parish Schedule has 
been produced to record all open space provision across the district as a result of the 
review. (Appendix B).

Setting Provision Standards

1.11 Breckland currently uses the National Playing Field Association’s (NPFA, now known as 
Field in Trust) six acre standard, which recommends the provision of 2.4 hectares (6 acres) 
of open space per 1,000 population, which is comprised of 0.8 hectares of children’s play 
and 1.6 hectares of outdoor sports pitches. 

1.12 Applying the Field in Trust (FIT) guidance and reflecting the rural nature of Breckland - the 
study has recommended a provision of 1.76 ha outdoor sports and 0.8 children’s play per 
1,000 population. This constitutes 2.56 hectares of open space provision per 1,000 
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population. 

Assessment of provision 

1.13 The assessment of open space provision has been based on three key criteria: quantity, 
quality and accessibility. 

1.14 In terms of quantity, based on 2012 sub-national population projections, there will be a 
need for approximately 393 ha of total play space to the year 2037. Currently, with the 
exception of the Parish of Lexham, every Parish across the District is deficient in Children’s 
play space, whilst 30% of the Parishes in Breckland meet the FIT outdoor sports standard. 
It also revealed that 70% of the parishes in the District do not meet the identified 
benchmarking standard of 2.56 ha per 1,000 population. 

1.15 The five market towns of Attleborough, Thetford, Dereham, Swaffham and Watton have the 
largest deficiencies in total playing space compared to the Field in Trust (FIT) standard. 
The five market towns also have an average or above average score in terms of quality, 
despite having a deficiency in the amount of space.

1.16 The analysis has revealed that 80% of dwellings in the district are within 1.2km of an 
outdoor sports facility. 

Summary and Recommendations 

Quantitative 

1.17 Many parishes in Breckland are deficient in outdoor sports and children’s play areas when 
compared to the benchmarking standard. In addition, consultation indicated that many local 
people and community groups felt Breckland is deficient in overall outdoor playing space. 
To address these deficiencies a higher standard for new development would be required 
although it has to be balanced with viability. Ideally, developer contributions should be used 
to provide facilities for the developments they are provided from as they cannot be used to 
improve existing deficit. 

Qualitative

1.18 As part of this study a quality audit was undertaken for play and sports facilities. The 
RoSPA safety audit undertaken in 2006 showed that the quality of children’s play areas in 
terms of equipment and facilities is generally poor throughout the district, and this largely 
remains unchanged. There has been improvement to some of these play areas, partially 
through external funding schemes. It is expected that all children’s play areas are designed 
with guidance from FIT and fulfil the requirements of their requirement categories i.e. Local 
Area for Play (LAP), Local Equipped Area for Play (LEAP) and Neighbourhood Equipped 
Area for Play (NEAP). Where new children’s play areas are unable to be provided, current 
facilities should be improved to meet the FIT guidelines.

1.19 The quality of outdoor sports areas throughout the district is generally identified as between 
average and poor. All new areas should have provision for parking and changing facilities 
and be designed in accordance with FIT and Sport England guidelines to ensure that the 
highest quality of open space area is provided. Where no new provision is possible, the 
standards of existing playing fields identified as below average in the audit should be 
improved. 

Accessibility
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1.20 All children’s play areas and outdoor sport areas should be accessible to the population it 
intends to serve.

 
1.21 In terms of outdoor sports, all dwellings in major housing area should be within 1.2km of 

outdoor sports areas as recommended by FIT. Outdoor sport areas should be located near 
to the public transport routes, have good provision for car parking and have easy access for 
pedestrian and cycles. 

1.22 In terms of children’s play areas, all dwellings in housing areas are expected to be within 
100m of a LAP, 400m of LEAP and 1000m of a NEAP as recommended by FIT. 

Mechanism for Increasing Provision

1.23 It is considered that the assumptions underlying the current provision mechanism as set out 
in the adopted Local Development Framework Core Strategy remain largely relevant, 
including both on-site and off-site provisions, although the off-site contribution needs further 
update to reflect the current market conditions due to the last calculation was undertaken in 
2007. 

1.24 It is recommended that wherever feasible and appropriate, the provision of playing space 
should continue to be accommodated on-site where there is scope within a housing 
development. As an indication, development of 25 dwellings or more would be expected to 
make an on-site provision for playing space such as children’s play areas, however for 
outdoor sports areas there is a need for group provision from a number of developments to 
provide a usable area in a convenient location, although there are limitations as a result of 
newly introduced Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) regulations restricting pooling 
mechanisms, which needs to be further explored in the Local Plan policies. 

1.25 Where on-site provision is to be provided, such open space should be of an appropriate 
type to serve the needs of the development concerned, and well related to the proposed 
residential properties. 

1.26 It is recognised that there may be scenarios where the direct provision of open space on 
site is not practical. In this case, contributions in lieu of on-site provision could be sought in 
exceptional circumstances. A detailed calculation mechanism is provided in appendix 5 of 
the main report (Appendix A). 

Parish Grouping for off-site Provision

1.27 The Council currently collects contributions and allocates to appropriate schemes through a 
mechanism of parish groupings and locally identified projects. When funds for a given 
parish (or parishes) cumulate to a level sufficient to allow an improvement to a recreational 
facility, they may be released from the Council. The grouping mechanism is illustrated in 
Chapter 9 of the main report.

1.28 It is important to note that the Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) regulations restrict the 
use of generic section 106 tariffs in the pooling of contributions which came into effect in 
April 2015. Authorities are able to collect no more than 5 contributions towards specific 
schemes under the pooling restrictions. In addition updated planning practice guidance 
(6.03.15) states that tariff style obligations should not be sought from small scale 
developments, which are defined as 10 units or less, and which have a maximum combined 
floorspace of no more than 1,000sqm. Such issues and their impacts on open space 
provision and the way the Council seeks to fund new and additional provision may need to 
further assessed in the Local Plan process. 
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2.0 OPTIONS

2.1 No options are presented for a decision. It is advised that Members note the content of this 
report which will be used to inform the emerging Local Plan consultation.

3.0 REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATION(S)

3.1 This evidence is an importance piece of background work that will be used as part of the 
evidence for the Local Plan. 

4.0 EXPECTED BENEFITS

4.1 The NPPF requires Local Authorities to prepare Local Plans. A Local Development Scheme 
was adopted by the Council which sets out the timescale for the key stages of the Local 
Plan process. The study will enable the new Local Plan are developed with robust evidence 
and in a timely manner.

5.0 IMPLICATIONS

5.1 Carbon Footprint / Environmental Issues

5.1.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.2 Constitution & Legal

5.2.1 There are no direct legal risks resulting from the contents of this report; however, Local 
Planning documents need to be prepared in accordance with relevant Local Planning 
Regulations and Acts of Parliament, having regard to relevant considerations and case-law.

5.3 Contracts

5.3.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.4 Corporate Priorities

5.4.1 This Local Plan aligns with the corporate priority: supporting Breckland to develop and 
thrive.

5.5 Crime and Disorder 

5.5.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.6 Equality and Diversity / Human Rights

5.6.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.7 Financial 

5.7.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.
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5.8 Health & Wellbeing

5.8.1 The provision of open space positively contributes to the wider planning and health agenda.

5.9 Risk Management 

5.9.1 There are a number of potential risks to the delivery of the preferred options document for 
the Local Plan. The key risks are delays in the delivery of other evidence base. 

5.9.2 There are potential risks to changes in national policy and revisions to National Planning 
Policy Guidance. 

5.10 Staffing

5.10.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications.

5.11 Stakeholders / Consultation / Timescales

5.11.1 The first consultation on the issues and options Local Plan took place during November 
2014 and January 2015.  Representations from various key stake holders were received 
during the consultation. It is expected that the next key stage – preferred options 
consultation will take place towards the end of 2015. 

6.0 WARDS/COMMUNITIES AFFECTED

6.1 All wards in Breckland will be affected by the Local Plan.

7.0 ACRONYMS 

7.1 Acronyms include:

a. NPPF: National Planning Policy Framework
b. NPFA: National Playing Field Association
c. FIT: Field in Trust
d. LAP: Local Area for Play
e. LEAP: Local Equipped Area for Play
f. NEAP: Neighbourhood Equipped Area for Play
g. RoSPA: The Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents

Background papers:- See The Committee Report Guide

Lead Contact Officer
Name and Post: Feng Li – Senior Planning Policy Officer 
Telephone Number:
Email: Feng.li@capita.co.uk

Director / Officer who will be attending the Meeting
Name and Post: Iain Withington – Planning Policy Team Leader 

Feng Li – Senior Planning Policy Officer 
Sarah Robertson – Planning Policy Officer 

Key Decision: No 

../../../../../../../Democratic%20Services/Committee/Committee/Report%20Guide/2014/THE%20COMMITTEE%20REPORT%20GUIDE_JUNE%202014.doc
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Exempt Decision: No

This report refers to a Mandatory Service 

Appendices attached to this report: 
Appendix A: Open Space Assessment 2015
Appendix B: Open Space Parish Schedule 2015


