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INTRODUCTION  
THIS TOOLKIT SETS OUT THE 
RECOMMENDED STEPS TO BE TAKEN BY 
LOCAL AUTHORITIES WHEN DEVELOPING 
LOCAL OPEN SPACE STANDARDS. LOCAL 
OPEN SPACE STANDARDS CONSIDERED 
WITHIN THE TOOLKIT COMPRISE 
STANDARDS FOR:

QUANTITY - the amount of publicly 
accessible open space which should be 
available per person across any given area.

ACCESSIBILITY - How far people should be 
expected to travel to reach open space from 
where they live. 

QUALITY AND VALUE - the level of facilities 
and standards of open space management 
that should be expected.

A key work stream of the Cambridgeshire 
and Peterborough FPA has been to identify 
and map parks and open spaces in the 
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough area. This 
work stream was completed in 2020 and 
resulted in the development of ‘baseline’ open 
space standards (for quantity, accessibility and 
quality) which are intended to  be adopted 
and / or adjusted by local authority partners 
in the region (See USEFUL RESOURCES).  
These baseline standards have subsequently 
been ‘tested’ and adjusted as part of the 
development of local open space standards in 
Fenland District. 

The Toolkit records and builds on the lessons 
learned from the development of these 
baseline open space standards across the 
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough area, and 
has been developed in consultation with the 
project partners. The Toolkit could be used 
to help plan and deliver projects that work 

THE BENEFITS OF ROBUST LOCAL OPEN 

SPACE STANDARDS 

The benefits of having good access to high 
quality open space is well recognised. The 
National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) 
requires local authorities to base planning 
policies and decisions on robust and up to date 
assessments of open space provision within 
their area. Robust local open space standards 
should ensure that communities have suitable 
quantity and quality of open space which is easily 
accessible from where they live and work. 

The development of robust standards therefore 
requires an understanding of the specific local 
characteristics of the area and the potential 
needs of current and future populations. The 
work that needs to be undertaken to develop 
standards also provides the opportunity to ensure 
the wider environmental and social benefits of 

towards setting open space standards to be 
included within Local Plan policy and applied as 
part of development management. 

The primary audience of the Toolkit therefore 
comprises planners, parks and open space 
professionals, consultants / advisors and 
geographic Information Systems (GIS) 
professionals. It is intended that the toolkit 
could be used by local authorities across 
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough. However, the 
key steps would also apply nationally. 

PREPARE UNDERSTAND 
LOCAL CONTEXT

UNDERSTAND 
SUPPLY

UNDERSTAND 
DEMAND & NEED

TEST & SET 
STANDARDS

Key tasks

Engagement

Data

12 - 18 months

open space are maximised during planning and 
decision making. 

STRUCTURE OF THE 
TOOLKIT 
This document sets out FIVE STEPS that are 
required to prepare local open space standards.  
Consultation with project partners involved in the 
development of baseline open space standards 
across the Cambridgeshire and Peterborough 
areas highlighted three key strands that require 
particular attention during the development of 
standards. These three strands are considered 
under each step set out within the Toolkit:  

• The KEY TASKS that may need to be 
undertaken  and in what sequence.

• Actions that may need to be taken 
to ENGAGE a wider team to obtain 
the information required and develop 
collaboration between teams and work areas. 

• DATA, which underpins the robustness of the 
process and can be a powerful tool in making 
informed, evidence based decisions.   

SECTIONS OF THE TOOLKIT:

A high level PROCESS PLAN sets out the key 
tasks needed to be undertaken during each step, 
alongside the relevant engagement and data 
considerations. The process plan is intended to 
give an indication of the likely sequence these 
key tasks will need to be undertaken along with 
expected outline timescales. 

Further detail is provided on each of the FIVE 
STEPS, highlighting key sources of data and 
resources which may be useful as part of the 
programme of work. This section also provides an 
outline of the key requirements for developing a 
robust, up to date, open space data set.

Links to USEFUL RESOURCES are set out at the 
end of the Toolkit to provide further detail on 
some of the guidance.

                The KEY LESSONS that have been 
learned throughout the development and 
testing of the Cambridgeshire and Peterborough 
Future Parks baseline standards are included 
throughout the Toolkit. 

These provide reflection on successes and 
improvements that could be made as part of 
future projects. 
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PREPARE UNDERSTAND 
LOCAL CONTEXT

UNDERSTAND 
SUPPLY

UNDERSTAND 
DEMAND & NEED

TEST & SET 
STANDARDS
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context
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Data sharing 
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management 
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Set 
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management / 
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Compile / map 
environmental 

data 
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Compile / map 
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Compile 
open space 
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1,000 people 
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accessibility and 
barriers to access 

Test site audit data 
against quality 

benchmarks

Test proposed 
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context 
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GOOD PREPARATION WILL HELP TO ENSURE 
THE SCOPE AND PURPOSE OF THE PROJECT 
IS CLEAR AND THAT KEY STAKEHOLDERS 
AND PARTNERS ARE AWARE OF THE NEED 
AND VALUE OF THE WORK THAT IS BEING 
UNDERTAKEN. 

Preparation for a project to develop local open 
space standards should begin several months 
before the intended start date. The benefits of 
allowing sufficient time to prepare are:

• Provides the opportunity to set realistic 
timescales for the programme of work.

• Increases the likelihood of securing time and 
resources over the course of the project.

• Provides the opportunity to promote the 
importance of the development of open 
space standards and obtain ‘buy in’ from a 
wide group of stakeholders. 

DEFINE PURPOSE AND 
SCOPE 
A programme of work should be undertaken to 
define the purpose and scope of the project. 

Key questions that will need to be addressed 
include:

• What types and sizes of open space may need 
to be considered as part of a review of existing 
provision? 

• Will all publicly accessible open space be 
considered? 

• Are there any lessons from previous open 
space standards and strands of work which 
may inform the methodology?

• How recent is the available open space data? 

• How much work may be required to bring 

PREPARE

KEY LESSONS LEARNED

Timelines that are allowed for completing the work should be realistic. It is 
important to allow time to engage and secure commitment from the relevant 
parties to support and deliver the work. 

Engaging with parks teams and planning teams early on in the process 
will provide opportunities to secure potentially valuable support and data. 
Consultation to develop the toolkit highlighted that time and resources is 
one of the key barriers to undertaking the required tasks effectively, therefore, 
early engagement will also reduce the risk of overlap and mismatch between 
related strands of work. It is also important to fully understand early on what the 
implications of new or revised open space standards may be in terms of securing 
and delivering open space alongside development, and future management.

Early engagement at the very least means that key stakeholders are aware of 
the development of a new approach to open space standards and will be better 
placed to provide support and critical review if required. 

the available baseline open space data up 
to date? (I.e. to capture any new sites or sites 
which may have been lost).  

• Will it likely be necessary and possible to 
undertake on-site audits of all open spaces 
and play spaces that are identified as part of 
the work?. 

Whilst the key end product will be to produce 
a set of open space standards for the quantity, 
accessibility and quality of open spaces for 
the local authority area, it is also beneficial to 
understand if there are other strands of work 
the development of open space standards 
could beneficially feed into or inform. Playing 
Pitch assessments and strategies should be 
undertaken following Sport England guidance 
(see USEFUL RESOURCES). Whilst this is 
a distinct process from setting open space 
standards, there are clear benefits to the two 
strands of work being undertaken concurrently to 
ensure the wider functions of open space are fully 
considered.

IDENTIFY AND SECURE 
RESOURCES 
In the first instance it will be important to 
determine the resources, skills and experience 
that are available ‘in-house’ to undertake the 
work, provide support and project manage. 
Importantly this will help to determine whether 
there is a need to engage external consultants to 
undertake some or all of the work. 

This task should comprise a review of all the 
future tasks that may be planned and an 
assessment of the resources that may be 

required. 

‘RESOURCE HEAVY’ PARTS OF THE PROJECT 
ARE LIKELY TO INCLUDE:

Compiling and updating  GIS (spatial) 
data 

• The work involved in compiling a suitable 
open space GIS data set will vary between 
different local authority areas and the existing 

data that is available. The work is technically 
skilled and even when undertaken by external 
consultants, some internal resources and skills 
to identify, compile, share and manage data 
for the project will likely be required. 

• The development of baseline open space 
standards over the Cambridgeshire and 
Peterborough area required the development 
of an overarching open space data set to 
cover the entire region. It is important to 
sense check any existing data to ensure it 
captures any new sites, additions to existing 
sites or sites lost to development. (Further 
detail is provided on this under Step Three).

• The tasks to compile a suitable data set will 
also likely require liaison with both PARKS 
and PLANNING TEAMS to draw on any 

local knowledge and data sets that may be 

needed. 

Quality assessments / on site audits 

• A full audit of all open spaces within a 
local authority area can be a significant 
undertaking but can add significant value to 
the development of local standards. Whilst it 
is beneficial to have the skills of experienced 
landscape or parks professionals to draw on 
to undertake this work, there is some scope 
for others to undertake this work, although 

training would need to be provided. 

Community consultation

• Resource requirements for community 
consultation will likely require some input 
from COMMUNICATIONS TEAMS, officers 
responsible for COMMUNITY LIAISON 
and PARKS TEAMS.  Some of the resources 
required for this task will likely be outside 
of the core work team and securing time 
and resources early on will likely be essential 
to avoid conflict with other strands of local 
consultation. 
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POPULATION DENSITY which can highlight 

areas where there is higher or lower population 

density.

It may also be beneficial to review LOCAL PLAN 
POLICY data if this is available including key 

allocated sites and areas of growth, which may 

provide the opportunity to understand the type 

of future development that may be expected and 

where. 

Key ENVIRONMENTAL data that could be 

mapped to understand the wider value and need 

of open space in the area  includes designated 

biodiversity sites (such as Local Nature Reserves 

or Natura 2000 Sites), biodiversity opportunity 

mapping, designated heritage sites (listed 

features, historic parks and gardens) and flood 

risk data. 

The review of local context may also help to 
inform the establishment of SPATIAL ANALYSIS 
AREAS which may be beneficial to compare 
the relative provision of open space across 
the area. These will generally need to align 
Ward boundaries,  which can be grouped 
appropriately into analysis areas according to the 
characteristics of the area.

A REVIEW OF THE LOCAL CONTEXT CAN 
HELP TO ENSURE THAT LOCAL OPEN 
SPACE STANDARDS ARE APPROPRIATE 
AND REFLECT THE SPECIFIC VALUE AND 
IMPORTANCE OF OPEN SPACE IN THE AREA. 

A review of local context should be undertaken 
early on in the project as it can help to inform 
several other stages of the work including:

• Approaches to auditing and undertaking 
quality assessments. 

• Consideration of the wider benefits and 
value of open space in the area (i.e. heritage 
significance, important landscape features or 
flood alleviation).

• Wider considerations that may inform the 
development of open space standards (such 
as any major constraints / sensitivities i.e 
significant designated sites in the area).

POLICY AND STRATEGY 
REVIEW  
A review of relevant and up to date national, 
regional and local policies and strategies  
provides important context to the work that 
is being undertaken and can provide further 
justification and weight behind the final 
standards that are developed. Any changes 
or emerging national or regional guidance, 
standards or policies may need to be considered 
to benchmark proposed standards against. 

Early engagement during the preparation 
step should have highlighted the key policy 
documents, strategies and work streams which 
may need to be considered. This may include: 

• Green infrastructure studies or strategies (at a 
local or regional scale).

UNDERSTAND LOCAL CONTEXT 

KEY LESSONS LEARNED

Due to the varying characteristics of different local authority areas, there is no 
‘one size fits all’ approach to the development of local open space standards.

Baseline open space standards that have been proposed across the 
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough area were informed by both an assessment 
of the existing provision and standards across the region and a review of best 
practice guidance. The baseline standards have been tested as part of the 
development of local open space standards for Fenland District Council.  Several 
key considerations arising from a review of the local context in Fenland informed 
how the baseline standards were tested locally. This included settlement pattern 
and population density, which informed the development of suitable analysis 
areas, ‘case study’ testing and subsequent assessment of quantity provision. 

• Parks improvement plans or typology specific 
strategies (e.g. allotments).

• Other evidence base documents such as 
Playing Pitch Strategies.

Key engagement and collaboration as part of the 
policy and strategy review will likely include:

PARKS TEAMS: To set out the current 
management context for open space in the area 
including any identified issues or opportunities. 
Any existing quality assessment processes, or 
ongoing improvement programmes. 

PLANNING POLICY AND DEVELOPMENT 
MANAGEMENT TEAMS: To understand the 
existing policy approach and associated guidance 
on planning requirements for open space. To 
understand the effectiveness of the existing 
approach and standards. 

NEIGHBOURING AUTHORITIES: To understand 
any cross boundary issues and opportunities.

REVIEW SOCIAL AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
CONTEXT 
A review of the social and environmental context 

can support the development of standards by 

highlighting specific issues or considerations 

in the area which may be relevant to the 

need for open space. This data can later be 

cross referenced with open space data and 

consultation data to test the suitability of any 

proposed standards. Key questions to consider 

may be: 

• Do areas with higher relative deprivation, 

social and health needs currently have good 

access to open space?  Is the open space in 

these areas of sufficient quality? 

• How does the relative quantity provision of 

open space across the area match with areas 

of highest population density? 

• Are there are other environmental factors that 

may need to be considered when assessing 

sites or setting out the type and functions of 

the open spaces that may be needed in the 

future? (I.e. flood risk, heritage or access to 

designated biodiversity sites).

This can provide important evidence to support 

any future requirements or obligations to provide 

additional open space or enhancements to 

existing sites. 

Spatial data that can be mapped is particularly 

valuable as it provides a strategic overview of 

specific characteristics of an area and can be 

compared against mapped open space data. 

Key SOCIAL contextual data is generally available 

at Lower Super Output Area (LSOA) or Ward level 

scale and includes:

DEPRIVATION (e.g. the Indices of multiple 

deprivation, health deprivation &  living 

environment deprivation). 
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IN ORDER TO BE ROBUST, THE SETTING OF 
OPEN SPACE STANDARDS MUST BE BASED 
ON ACCURATE OPEN SPACE DATA THAT IS 
AS UP TO DATE AS POSSIBLE.  

This step comprises compiling a database of all 
open spaces within the area and gathering key 
site information, which ideally includes a quality 
audit of all open spaces. 

Authorities in Cambridgeshire and Peterborough 
provided input into developing a shared baseline 
open space data set for the County. For the 
partner authorities, this stage will likely require 
a review of the existing data focusing on any 
changes that may have occurred since the 
compilation of the baseline data set. It will also 
be beneficial to review which sites should fall 
into the scope of the work and, based on the 
characteristics of the area, determine any other 
types of sites that it may beneficial to include 
or exclude. Wider engagement with parks and 
planning teams is likely to be key to undertaking 
this task.  
 

COLLATE AND REVIEW 
OPEN SPACE DATA  
All sites which fall into the scope of the project 
should be identified and included within a 
suitable GIS data set. Key site information on the 
sites should be gathered and compiled within a 
database. 

Each site should be assigned a TYPOLOGY based 
on their primary function and use. The following 
typologies are considered in Cambridgeshire and 
Peterborough baseline standards:

• Neighbourhood Parks and Gardens

• Informal Parkland and Amenity Space 

• Natural and Semi-Natural Green Space

UNDERSTAND SUPPLY

KEY LESSONS LEARNED

The development of baseline standards across the Cambridgeshire and 
Peterborough area has highlighted the potential value of developing up to date 
shared open space data sets over several local authority areas.  

A major benefit of this is employing a consistent approach to capturing and 
categorising sites across a large geographic area. This can potentially facilitate a 
more collaborative and joined up approach to strategic open space planning and 
management, and allow better consideration of cross boundary issues such as 
accessibility. 

However, it is important to allow sufficient time to collate and sense check all 
the available data and set out an appropriate methodology and justification for 
which sites to include or exclude in such a data set. This may include agreeing 
a lower size threshold to ensure that sites that are being considered realistically 
provide functional benefits for recreation or play. 

• Neighbourhood Playgrounds 

• Allotments

It may also be appropriate to consider other 
typologies which provide other recreational 
‘offers’ (e.g. cemeteries and churchyards, civic 
spaces and accessible green corridors).

Sites may also include ‘SECONDARY’ 
TYPOLOGIES’, where other types of open space 
occur within other sites. Most commonly this 
will comprise equipped play facilities that occur 
within the curtilage of a wider site. 

Sites should be categorised within a suitable SIZE 
HIERARCHY that reflects the type of functions 
and ‘offer’ that would be expected of different 
sizes and types of sites. This reflects the generally 
agreed principle that a larger site will generally 
offer a wider range of features and facilities. 
This is particularly relevant when considering 
accessibility as this will generally affect how far 
people will be willing to travel to reach open 
spaces. 

The baseline standards for Cambridgeshire and 
Peterborough included proposals for a site size 
hierarchy. The testing of the baseline standards 
in the Fenland District context highlighted 
the importance of Neighbourhood Parks and 
Gardens below 2ha in size, as they accounted 
for a notable proportion of sites. The addition of 
a lower level of the size hierarchy (to consider 
sites below 2ha) provided the opportunity 
to undertake more ‘fine grained’ analysis of 
provision in the area. This included applying a 
smaller accessibility threshold when testing the 
potential accessibility standards for the area. 

ANALYSIS  

In order to understand the current supply of open 
space, tables and graphs should be exported 
showing the total quantities, in hectares (ha) 
of open space by typology and hierarchy; both 
as a total quantity across the whole area and 

within any relevant analysis areas that are being 
considered (i.e. wards, parishes, settlements). This 
data will form the basis of subsequent analysis 
of the current and future provision compared to 
expected population growth.  
 

AUDIT OPEN SPACES 
An audit of open spaces should be designed and 
undertaken with the aim of providing a strategic 
overview of the quality of open spaces in the area. 

Any audit of the quality of open spaces will be 
a ‘snapshot’ in time as the management and 
condition of a site could easily change over 
a relatively short period of time. Therefore it 
is useful if quality assessments can be easily 
repeatable (to be undertaken at an appropriate 
interval - or when conditions are known to have 
changed). 

A quality audit form, ideally linked to an open 
space data base, should be set up to collect an 
overall numeric score for each site that is built up 
by scoring a range of criteria covering:

• The range of features and facilities present 
and the condition of those features.

• The overall characteristics of the site that 
adds to it quality and value as an open space  
(does it feel safe / secure?, Are the entrances 
welcoming?, What is the overall provision for 
recreation / play?)

• The wider value of the site (is it significant 
for any local landscape features, biodiversity 
designations or environmental functions?)

It is recommended that numeric scoring on 
the quality / condition of features is captured 
through an easy to understand scale (i.e. a scale 
of 1-3 representing  ‘poor’, fair’, ‘good’)

The quality audit form proposed as part of the 
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough baseline 
open space standards could be tested on 
a sample of sites and adjusted by partner 
authorities to ensure that:

• It can easy to use and understand by the 

staff available to do the work. 

• Locally important features or characteristics 

of open spaces are fully considered.

• The resulting final scores are effective at 

identifying good / poor sites. 
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UNDERSTAND SUPPLY
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AN UNDERSTANDING OF CURRENT AND 
FUTURE DEMAND AND NEED PROVIDES 
THE KEY EVIDENCE TO SUPPORT THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF LOCAL STANDARDS.

REVIEW DEMOGRAPHICS 
& FUTURE GROWTH 
Population data for the area should be reviewed. 
This should include the current population and 
population projections into the future. 

The time over which analysis can be undertaken 
will likely be determined by the available data, 
but will ideally be over the period of the areas 
Local Plan. The Office for National Statistics 
(ONS) produce current ward based population 
estimates and total population projections for 
local authority areas. Locally produced ward 
based population projections should be used, if 
available, over a suitable time period. Ward based 
data can be grouped to align with any analysis 
areas that have been established. 

Population data will need to be used to assess 
the provision of open space. If possible, child 
population data can be separated out to allow 
more useful and accurate analysis of the provision 
of children’s play space. The key information that 
will be obtained from this task will include: 

• How many hectares of publicly accessible
open space there currently is per 1,000
residents.

• How much each ward or analysis area /
deviates from the ha per 1,000 average for the
total study area.

• To what extent the quantity of open space will
change (per 1,000 people) over the period of
time being considered.

UNDERSTAND DEMAND & NEED

KEY LESSONS LEARNED

This step provides the key information required to scrutinise and test proposed 
standards. No one single piece of information will provide a definitive answer to 
what a specific standard should be, however, the range of data in combination 
will build up a picture of the current and future open space needs. Testing of the 
proposed baseline open space standards for the region in Fenland did not include 
any public consultation. However, consultation responses that were collected to 
support the development of the District’s draft new Local Plan provided valuable 
information on residents general levels of satisfaction of current  open space 
provision. This information, alongside an understanding of the current and future 
provision, informed how the standards were tested and could be considered as an 
influencing factor in proposing local standards. 

• How much additional open space would be
required to maintain the existing provision
per 1,000 residents over the period of time
being considered.

COMMUNITY 
CONSULTATION 
Community consultation can inform local open 
space standards by providing information on 
the current levels of satisfaction of open space 
(with regard to quantity, accessibility and quality). 
Community consultation can also provide 
evidence on how open space is used and valued 
by the community, as well as highlighting any 
specific issues or barriers that are experienced 
by user groups. In some areas, engagement with 
Parish Councils may also be key to this stage as 
they are often responsible for the management 
of some sites. Engagement with Parish Councils 
will provide an opportunity for conversations 
regarding local needs, quality issues, and ongoing 
stewardship options for new sites.

This stage of the process will ideally have 
input from COMMUNICATIONS TEAMS, 
COMMUNITY LIAISON TEAMS, PARKS TEAMS 
and specialists in public engagement. 

The nature of community consultation will 
need to be determined locally. However, for 
the purposes of setting standards consultation 
should aim to collect the following key 
information. 

 QUANTITY 

• What is the current level of satisfaction with
the quantity of open space amongst the
community?

• Are there any accessibility issues or barriers
to access which could be influencing
perceptions of the quantity of open space
that is available?

ACCESSIBILITY 

• How far are residents generally willing to
travel to reach different types of open space?

• What influence do significant physical
barriers to access have across the area? (E.g.
landscape features such as rivers, railway
lines, major roads).

QUALITY 

• To what extent are residents satisfied with the
quality of open space in the area?

• What specific issues have been identified
that could be addressed through improved

standards?

Measures should be taken to try and ensure the 
community consultation is representative of 
the local community. Demographic information 
should be gathered to identify any under-
represented groups that could be engaged in 
other ways.  Setting out the current and future provision 

within tables by analysis area or mapping the 
results will provide a strategic overview of the 
relative provision of open space (or each type 
of open space) across the study area. This data 
can later be crossed referenced with other data 
that has been collected such as the results of 
community consultation.  

It may also be valuable to compare this data with 
any available information on the location and 
scale of future growth and development (e.g. 
significant allocated sites). 



LUC  |  011

SETTING STANDARDS REQUIRES BRINGING 
TOGETHER ALL OF THE PREVIOUS STRANDS 
OF WORK; USING THE AVAILABLE EVIDENCE 
TO MAKE INFORMED RECOMMENDATIONS. 

Developing standards can be an iterative process 

of ‘applying’ and testing standards in the local 

context.

Ongoing engagement with a wider group may 

be important at this stage with regards to:  

• PARKS TEAMS: for example, providing input 
on suitable quality standards and what is an 
achievable benchmark of a ‘good’ quality site.

• PLANNING TEAMS: for example, for 
understanding the applicability of 
proposed standards to translate into policy 

requirements. 

ANALYSIS OF SUPPLY AND 
DEMAND  
An analysis of supply and demand should be 

undertaken to feed into the setting, applying and 

testing of standards. It is useful to consider the 

following key information that may arise from 

this task: 

• Residents’ Satisfaction with the current 
quantity of different types of open spaces 
when compared to the actual supply and how 
this may change in the future. 
 Is it justifiable to set the existing quantity 
provision as the standard or is there evidence 
to suggest more open space should be 
provided?

• Residents’ satisfaction with the quality and 
maintenance of open space compared to site 

TEST AND SET STANDARDS

audit information and any proposed quality 
standards. 

• How far residents feel they are willing to 
travel to reach open space, when compared 
to good practice guidance and application of 
accessibility standards.

• Community use, valued characteristics and 
locally important features of open space 
compared to the relative mix of different 
types of open space that have been identified 
in the area. 

It is important not to view each of these 
considerations in isolation. For example, 
significant physical barriers to access may be a 
key influence of perceptions of the quantity of 

open space available. 

This process may also help to identify certain 
themes and considerations which may affect the 
approach to standards. For instance, the current 
quantity of open space may not be a major issue, 
but the quality of open space or barriers to access 
may be. 

 

SET STANDARDS
There is a wide range of GOOD PRACTICE 
GUIDANCE that proposes various standards for 

open space (quality, quantity and accessibility). 

The baseline standards proposed for 

Cambridgeshire and Peterborough are based on 

a review of good practice guidance compared 

against the existing approaches across the local 

authority areas, and a review of existing provision.  

The guidance can provide a useful benchmark to 

work from; for example to test several potential 

quantity standards, and to test the existing 

provision against. It may be that there is no 

strong justification to deviate from the guidance 

for some types of open space. 

Natural England are developing a Green 

Infrastructure (GI) Framework which is intended 

to assist local authorities and developers meet 

NPPF requirements, including those related 

to open space. The full Framework is due to 

be published during 2022 and will need to be 

considered during the development of Local 

Plans. The full Framework will comprise a set of 

GI Principles., National GI mapping & a GI Design 

Guide. A set of national GI Standards will also be 

published. These will form a key future reference 

point for the development of local open space 

standards and will likely encourage approaches 

that maximise the multifunctional benefits of 

open space. 

Links are provided to the key good practice 

guidance under USEFUL RESOURCES. 

It is valuable to review the standards adopted 

in NEIGHBOURING AUTHORITIES, as these 

may provide a useful benchmark for what are 

appropriate and achievable standards in the 

region. However, neighbouring authorities 

may only provide a useful benchmark if they 

are similar in their characteristics in terms of 

settlement patterns, population, demographics 

and likely growth etc. A review of approaches 

adopted elsewhere could extend to similar 

authorities identified through the Office for 

National Statistics (ONS) Area Classifications, 

which identify corresponding local authorities 

with similar characteristics based on a range of 

census data. (See USEFUL RESOURCES)

Specific needs set out within Playing Pitch 

Strategies (if up to date and adopted) should 

have been developed in consultation with Sport 

England (as a statutory consultee). Such work 

should be reviewed as part of the development 

of local open space standards to understand 

demand for specific facilities and the range of 

different types of open spaces that may need to 

be delivered. 

QUANTITY STANDARDS 

Proposed quantity standards should be tested 

by applying them in the local context. In the first 

instance this could include identifying to what 

extent the area or sub areas (analysis areas) would 

fall above or below a proposed standard.

It may also be valuable to test proposed 

standards through case studies by applying the 

standards as they would be applied as part of a 
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TEST AND SET STANDARDS
off-site provision). 

It will likely be valuable to review the 

effectiveness of the existing or past approach 

for securing open space through development. 

This may require wider engagement with senior 

PLANNING POLICY teams and DEVELOPMENT 
MANAGEMENT teams to explore the 

implications of revised quantity standards. 

ACCESSIBILITY STANDARDS

Available good practice guidance provides 
an important reference point for the setting 
of accessibility standards. Proposed baseline 
standards for Cambridgeshire and Peterborough 
refer to this guidance and propose standards for 
each typology and size hierarchy. 

Proposed benchmark standards should be 
applied through a mapping exercise indicating 
the areas which are either deficient in access or 
have good access to each type and size of site. 

Accessibility standards will generally be applied 

by converting walking time into straight line 

distances which can be applied as buffers from 

the boundary of each site. 

It is important to understand what should be 

considered as good ‘local’ access to open space 

close to where people live and work. Accessibility 

analysis should be compared to community 

consultation to understand how far most people 

are generally willing to travel to reach open 

space..

The baseline Cambridgeshire and Peterborough 

accessibility standards reflect the principle that 

people will generally be willing to travel further 

to reach larger sites. When applying and testing 

proposed standards, larger sites (such as sites 

considered to provide ‘District’ level access) 

should also be included within analysis for lower 

threshold accessibility standards (such as ‘Local’ 

accessibility standards) as they will still provide 

local access in addition to providing a suitable 

offer to justify the larger accessibility catchment.

QUALITY STANDARDS  

Data from a quality of all sites can be scrutinised 

to develop a numeric ‘benchmark’ score that 

represents a ‘good’ quality site for each typology.

The approach taken will need to be appropriate 

for the area. The quality standards should be 

aspirational in terms of expecting high standards 

for all types of open space but should be 

realistically achievable, taking into account the 

local context. 

Each typology and level of the size hierarchy 

should be considered in turn; using local 

knowledge to consider which sites would likely 

be considered to fall above or below a potential 

benchmark score for a good quality site. Key 

considerations during this process may be:

• What is the mean score achieved for each 

typology? 

• Are there any specific sites which currently 

represent a ‘good’ quality site for the area?.

• Are there any sites which have already been 

assessed as being sites of high quality and 

value? (I.e. sites with a Green Flag Award).

• Are there any sites that were highlighted 

during community consultation to be 

particularly valued or of high quality? What is 

the general community satisfaction with the 

quality of different types of sites?

Numeric benchmark scores for each typology 

should be applied within the site database to 

identify sites which fall above or below the quality 

standard. This data can be mapped and cross 

referenced with the other applied standards such 

as accessibility to build up a picture of the overall 

provision of open space and how this varies 

across the study area. This data can be used in 

various ways to provide evidence of the need for 

enhancement. 

For the purposes of a standard within planning 

policy it will be valuable to describe and clearly 

set out the characteristics of a good quality site.

development proposal (see below). 

This provides the opportunity to test what the 

effect of the standards would be in different 

scenarios (i.e. size and density of potential 

developments).

Case studies can be designed to reflect the type, 

scale and density of development that is likely 

to come forward in the area. This approach may 

also support the development of local plan policy 

by identifying any size thresholds (which size 

developments may be required to provide on or 
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IMPLEMENTATION 
a clear process and expectations with regards to 

the consideration of open space throughout the 

planning process. Developers should be required 

to appraise the likely effects of a development on 

open space and play space and make these clear 

during pre-application discussions and within 

planning submissions.   

Policies and associated guidance should 
aim to:

• Clearly set out the key standards that will be 

considered as part of a development proposal  

(quantity, accessibility & quality). 

• Clearly define and map the existing open 

space and play network, making this data 

easily accessible to the public. A digital 

version should be maintained that can easily 

be updated as new open spaces / play spaces 

are created (or existing sites change).

• Protect overall existing open space and 

recognise the wider benefits and multi 

functionality of open space with regards to 

recreation, play, nature conservation and 

heritage value.

• Recognise the importance and potential for 

open space to contribute to climate change 

mitigation and support the move towards 

net-zero. 

• Provide information on how to use the 

standards to guide and focus enhancements 

in areas of most need and areas that fall 

below the proposed standards.

• Clarify expectations relating to design 

standards and layout, referring to relevant 

recognised guidance where necessary (such 

as Play England guidance).

• Avoid unnecessary technical language 

that may be open to interpretation or 

misunderstanding.

Work could also be undertaken during the 

plan making process to set out open space and 

play needs for significant allocated sites. These 

requirements could then be set out within 

policies or planning briefs associated with 

specific sites. This should be informed by the 

evidence base used to support the development 

of open space standards, and may include both 

specific requirements for on-site provision and / 

or enhancements to existing open space.

PLANNING PROCESS

The specific requirements for considering open 

space as part of a development proposal will 

need to be determined locally. Requirements 

for open space assessments or appraisals will 

need to be included as part of Local Validation 

Lists, this should include the type and size of 

developments the requirements will apply to. It 

may be useful to provide step by step guidance 

on how proposed standards should be applied, or 

worked examples of quantity standards applied 

‘pro-rata’ for different sized developments.  

The following could be set out as the key steps 

that will need to be assessed as part of individual 

development proposals:

• Size of development: The size of 

development will likely need to be the key 

‘trigger’ for applying open space standards. 

This will need to include consideration of 

what size developments will need to provide 

on-site provision and / or off site contributions. 

If some developments will only be required to 

provide a financial contribution, a simple pro-

rata calculation will need to be developed. 

• Population yield: The population 

generated by the development will need to 

be calculated. It will likely also be useful to 

separately calculate the likely child occupancy 

rate. This will need to align with local 

methodologies used as part of plan making. 

• Quantity standards:  Assessments should 

consider the current quantity provision 

of open space and any impacts proposed 

developments may have, taking into account 

the increase in population. In areas that 

will remain above the open space quantity 

standard into the future, it may be more 

appropriate to focus on enhancements to 

existing open space. If on site provision is 

required the assessment should include a 

calculation of the open space and play space 

quantity requirement. 

• Accessibility:Accessibility standards should 

be used to identify deficiencies in access 

to different types of open space in the 

surrounding area and used to demonstrate 

how specific deficiencies will be addressed 

through on site provision or enhancements. 

It is recommended that consideration of 

‘local’ accessibility is prioritised (i.e. the smaller 

adopted catchments).

• Quality: Local open space quality data 

should be used in conjunction with 

accessibility catchments to identify sites that 

would benefit from off site contributions.

Assessments that are submitted as part of 

development proposals should demonstrate that 

local guidance has been followed and set out the 

amount of land that is proposed for open space 

and play. This should include demonstrating 

that key design and quality principles have been 

followed for new provision. 

OPEN SPACE STANDARDS WILL NEED TO 
BE INCORPORATED INTO POLICIES TO 
BE APPLIED AS PART OF DEVELOPMENT 
MANAGEMENT. IT MAY ALSO BE BENEFICIAL 
TO PROVIDE SUPPORTING INFORMATION 
WITHIN SUPPLEMENTARY GUIDANCE. 

LOCAL POLICY FRAMEWORK 

Once local open space standards have been 

proposed and agreed, further work will need 

to be undertaken to consider the development 

and application of suitable policies. Strong 

policies for the protection, enhancement and 

creation of open space and play opportunities 

are fundamental to the delivery of a high quality 

open space network.

It is important to recognise that proposed 

open space standards and associated policies 

should be considered as the minimum starting 

point for open space requirements associated 

with new development. The nature of existing 

provision and needs will likely vary throughout 

a local authority area and a degree of flexibility 

when applying proposed open space standards 

will likely be required.  For instance, there may 

be areas with a large quantity of existing poor 

quality open space that will provide adequate 

quantity of open space even when taking into 

account future growth. In this situation it may 

be more appropriate to seek enhancements to 

existing open spaces, addressing existing quality 

issues,  rather than applying a quantity standard 

‘pro-rata’. 

Planners and developers should be provided with 
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KEY LESSONS LEARNED 
THE BASELINE STANDARDS PROPOSED FOR 
CAMBRIDGESHIRE AND PETERBOROUGH 
WILL NEED TO BE ‘APPLIED’ IN THE 
LOCAL CONTEXT IN ORDER TO TEST 
THEIR SUITABILITY FOR PARTNER LOCAL 
AUTHORITY AREAS. 

There is a benefit in having baseline standards as 
a starting point for the setting of local standards 
and to benchmark against. However, a ‘one 
size fits all’ approach is likely unrealistic. Each 
of the key tasks and processes for the setting 
and testing of each standard will have a greater 
or lesser influence depending on the needs, 
priorities and characteristics of the area being 
considered. The work that was undertaken to 
develop baseline standards for the region has 
provided a framework for categorising open 
spaces, for consideration during the setting of 
standards. This framework, comprises typology, 
open space hierarchy and consideration of play 
spaces, and can usefully form the basis of work at 
the local level. 

There is likely significant value in having shared 
accessibility standards across neighbouring areas 
to allow a similar approach to considering cross 
boundary issues and opportunities. However, it 
will likely be valuable for each local authority area 
to test several options, especially for quantity 
standards, to provide comparison and better 
understand what the implications of adjustments 
to the baseline standards may be. 

WIDER LESSONS 
LEARNED  
Consultation with Cambridgeshire and 
Peterborough FPA partner authorities has 
highlighted several other key considerations, 
issues and lessons learned that may need to 

be considered in the setting of open space 
standards and during implementation.  

Several of these relate to the application and 
inclusion of open space standards within Local 
Plan Policy, delivery of new open space and 
enhancements to existing open space. 

THE LOCATION OF NEW DEVELOPMENT 
AND RESULTING CONTRIBUTION TO OPEN 
SPACE DOES NOT ALWAYS MATCH WHERE 
THERE IS GREATEST NEED. HIGH DENSITY 
DEVELOPMENTS STRUGGLE TO MEET 
STANDARDS ON SITE.

• In areas where there is a sufficient supply of 
open space (taking account of community 
consultation), it may be appropriate to focus 
more on quality rather than quantity.

• Develop a clear spatial strategy for open 
space alongside the adoption of open space 
standards within the Local Plan. This should 
be clearly set out in a way that is easy to 
understand and use; both by developers and 
development management teams. 

• A joined up approach, across local authority 
boundaries should be considered, particularly 
in the delivery and enhancement of strategic 
scale open space. Consistent accessibility 
standards across a wider area and up to 
date quality assessments may also help in 
delivering open space or enhancements 
where most needed. 

OFTEN WHAT IS PLANNED AND WHAT IS 
ACTUALLY DELIVERED ON SITE DOES NOT 
MATCH 

• Early engagement should be undertaken 
with developers to determine the best 
opportunities for open space.

• A more rounded approach that looks at how 
publicly accessible open space can deliver 

multiple benefits should be considered.

• Standards within Local Plans should be 
accompanied by clear guidance that provides 
further detail on the quality, characteristics 
and wider benefits that can be achieved from 
open space.

THERE IS OFTEN LIMITED SCOPE TO 
MEET THE NEEDS THAT COME OUT OF 
CONSULTATIONS. THERE IS ALSO OFTEN 
INCONSISTENT SITE USER INFORMATION 
AND RECORDED INFORMATION ON HOW 
SITES ARE USED

• Data from the development of standards 
could potentially be used to show the health, 
wellbeing and community benefits that could 
be achieved from open space enhancements 
or new open space. In turn this data could 
lead to more opportunities for enhanced 
funding opportunities. 

• Annual site audits and checks on maintaining 
standards are important to keep staff 
engaged in the delivery of a wider strategy. 
This may also provide key evidence to ensure 
resources and contributions are directed 
towards where there is most need. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS 
FOR FUTURE WORK 
The development of baseline standards for 
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough and the 
development of this Toolkit has highlighted 
several areas of focus that present significant 
challenges to the implementation of open space 
standards.

These issues largely relate to the ongoing 
funding, governance and strategic management 
of open space and would benefit from further 
research and development in the region. 

VIABILITY AND LAND VALUATION 

Where land valuation is low, the potential for 
securing large areas of open space is low. High 
land valuation sites with potential for delivering 
significant open space are few. It is therefore 
hard to get open space in high density areas and 
‘lower value’ typologies of open space tend to be 
delivered, and justified through cost and viability. 

The delivery of strategic scale open space on 
large allocated sites can also be a challenge. If 
sites are split into separate plots, there is often 
no overarching plan with individual developers 
delivering their individual requirements without 
an overarching approach. 

ONGOING STEWARDSHIP 

Finding suitable locations for strategic open 
space can be a challenge. It is difficult to 
determine and agree responsibilities for 
management if sites are located across local 
authority boundaries. Opportunities for ongoing 
funds may be missed due to a lack of suitable 
and robust mechanisms for securing and 
allocating funds. 

DATA MANAGEMENT 

Collecting and maintaining data on parks and 
open spaces over a large area requires dedicated 
resource.  Due to rate and scale of change in 
some areas there may might be inaccuracies 
in baseline information and the data will not 
be static. Data management can be time 
consuming and there are opportunities for 
accurate open space data to be more universally 
suitable with a wider use (i.e. to cross over 
between parks management functions and 
planning). Up to date data requires someone 
with the skills and responsibility to manage it and 
there may be clear benefits to a shared service 
for managing open space data over several local 
authority areas.
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CAMBRIDGESHIRE AND PETERBOROUGH 
DATA

Cambridgeshire Insight

(Shared knowledge hub and database for 
the Cambridgeshire and Peterborough 
area. Data includes local population data, 
housing data, environment, planning, 
deprivation, economy, crime, children 
and young people)

Project website

https://cambridgeshireinsight.org.uk/

Open data

https://data.cambridgeshireinsight.org.
uk/search/type/dataset

CAMBRIDGESHIRE AND PETERBOROUGH 
FUTURE PARKS 

Project website 

https://cambsfutureparks.org.uk/

Cambridgeshire Open Space Mapping 
and Standards techincal report

https://cambsfutureparks.org.
uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/
cambridgeshire-open-space-mapping-
and-standards-technical.pdf

Cambridgeshire Open Space Mapping 
and Standards summary report

https://cambsfutureparks.org.
uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/
cambridgeshire-open-space-mapping-
and-standards.pdf

USEFUL RESOURCES 

NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY AND 
PLANNING GUIDANCE 

National Planning Policy Framework 

https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/national-planning-policy-
framework--2

Planning Practice Guidance 

Open space, sports and recreation 
facilities, public rights of way and local 
green space 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/open-
space-sports-and-recreation-facilities-
public-rights-of-way-and-local-green-
space

Natural Environment 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/natural-
environment

Natural England Green Infrastructure 
Framework 

https://designatedsites.naturalengland.
org.uk/GreenInfrastructure/Home.aspx

NATIONAL POPULATION AND 
DEMOGRAPHIC DATA 

Office for National Statistics population 
data and projections 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/
peoplepopulationandcommunity/
populationandmigration/

populationprojections

Office for National Statistics Area 
Classifications

https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/
geography/geographicalproducts/

English Indices of Deprivation 

https://data-communities.opendata.
arcgis.com/datasets/lower-super-output-
area-lsoa-imd-2019-osgb1936/

GOOD PRACTICE GUIDANCE - STANDARDS 

Green Flag Award guidance and 
criteria (key guidance and benchmark 
for quality standards in park and open 
space management)

https://www.greenflagaward.org/how-it-
works/guidance-documents/

Country Parks Accreditation (key 
guidance and benchmark for quality 
standards in park and open space 
management)

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/get-
accreditation-for-your-country-park

Fields in Trust Guidance ‘Beyond the 
Six Acre Standard’ 

https://www.fieldsintrust.org/guidance

Accessible Natural Greenspace 
Standards (ANGSt) Standards 

http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/
publication/65021

Play England Guidance (key guidance 
and benchmark for quality standards in 
play provision design and management)

https://www.playengland.org.uk/
designforplay

https://www.playengland.org.uk/
qualityinplay

National Society for Allotment and 
Leisure Gardeners 

https://www.nsalg.org.uk/resources-and-
downloads/

PLAYING PITCH AND SPORT

Sport England Planning for Sport 
Guidance 

https://www.sportengland.org/how-
we-can-help/facilities-and-planning/
planning-for-sport?section=planning_
for_sport_guidance

ENVIRONMENTAL DATA AND DESIGNATIONS 

Natural England MAGIC website 
(geographic natural environment data 
for England)

https://magic.defra.gov.uk/magicmap.
aspx
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