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New Playground a real Asset to The Community

An innovative, state-of-the-art adventure playground designed and equipped by world leading playground manufacturers, Sutcliffe Play, is catching nationwide attention. A number of local authorities have been so impressed by what’s been achieved by Portsmouth City Council’s Children’s Play Service on the Paulsgrove housing estate they’re keen to replicate some of the ideas in their own local schemes.

Since its completion towards the end of last year, Paulsgrove Inside/Outside Playground project is rapidly proving to be a lot more than just a playground. It’s become a valued asset for the community and has even become part of a local school’s ‘reward scheme’, regular attendance at school earning pupils playtime at the playground. 

Of course, as with all great success stories, there’s got to be a catalyst to get things going. And that’s certainly been the case at Paulsgrove. According to Wendy Brookfield, Portsmouth City Council’s Children’s Play Services Manager, the Paulsgrove estate has been crying out for new investment for many years. “The estate was built shortly after the Second World War as a temporary answer to Portsmouth’s post-war housing problems. Geographically it was isolated from the rest of the city and can be a difficult place to live as a result of this,” she comments.

But salvation came from ‘Sports England’. Wendy and her Children’s Play Services colleagues had undertaken consultation in the area to see what local people wanted. The message from the local community was loud and clear. They wanted a safe place for their children to play within easy reach of where they lived. 

“Sport England’s South East Region was looking for a flagship programme. The Paulsgrove project pressed all the right buttons for them,” Wendy explains. “With an estimated 3,500 children on the estate, all looking for somewhere to play, a major playground project like this one fitted the bill.”

Sport England provided £479,000. Additional financial assistance came from Green Spaces and the New Opportunities Fund. With money for the project safely in the bank – the next step was to agree on the playground’s design and build it. “We were prepared to self-build,” Wendy explains. “But, for a whole host of reasons entangled in red tape and funding it soon became obvious that it simply wasn’t going to happen. Which was when the Sutcliffe Play name was first mooted.

“I’d heard Robin Sutcliffe, the company’s chief executive speaking at a conference,” Wendy recalls. “Their name is synonymous with good things in play. So, rather cheekily, I dropped Robin an e-mail to see if he could help with ideas on fire and water-play, both features that we particularly wanted to include in the project. Robin reacted enthusiastically and put me in touch with Paul Casey of Playground Services, their local distributor.”

Paul put together an exciting design concept, based on what local people said they wanted. Wendy’s Children Play Service team also worked closely with local schools so some aspects of curriculum work can be integrated in the playground in a natural way. The result is a superb adventure playground with a flow that takes children from one piece the equipment and on to another. What makes this project that extra bit special is the siting of an office and indoor play area underground, with sections of the equipment built over the top of it. 

“That’s where the name Inside/Outside comes from,” Wendy continues. “The building has a small office for the on-site team who work at the playground, a kitchen, toilets and a space for indoor play opportunities such as dressing-up and parachute games.”

Built on grass and sand, the playground is dominated by a 10.5 metre high Kaiser and Kuhne tower. There’s also an aerial runway, swings, a dutch disk, trampoline and talk tubes. Sutcliffe Play’s innovative water play system is also proving to be a popular addition to the wide range of play options. “Paul also included a fire pit,” says Wendy. “It enables us to light supervised fires and have the occasional barbecue. It all forms part of a valuable learning experience for local children.”

To add a level of safety and security, the playground is staffed during school term-time; 5-13 year-olds have open access between 3.00pm to 7.00pm on weekdays and from 10.00am to 6.00pm at a weekend. Organised activities are free and easy – children simply join in if they wish.

“It really is proving to be a huge asset to the community,” says Wendy. “One child was amazed that, opening hours permitted, he could enjoy using these facilities any time -- and for free!”

Nor is it just about the children, parents come along too. In fact it’s becoming quite a meeting place. They can get a cup of tea from the kitchen and chat with neighbours and friends whilst keeping an eye on their children. They’re also getting involved in the running of the playground with a number of parents training with Portsmouth’s Early Years Network Centre to be volunteer play champions.

“The playground at Paulsgrove has to be as exciting to a thirteen year old as it is to a five year old,” says Wendy. “That means offering different challenges and risks for all children. Sutcliffe Play has been able to offer the right equipment for this and created a wonderful environment in which children are active and enthused regardless of ability or age.”

Ends

Further information

Viv Jebson Sutcliffe Play 01977 653 200

Paul Casey, Playground Services, 01488 683797

Jon Gordon JGP Public Relations 0113 237 0056
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