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Vision, values and understandings behind Policy S4 

Policy S4 is underpinned by international conventions that recognise the 
importance of play (specifically, Article 31 of the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child). Moreover, there is growing evidence of the value of outdoor play 
experiences for children, and growing international attention and action on the 
topic, including the launch of a high-profile global Real Play Coalition 
(comprising National Geographic, Unilever, Lego and IKEA) at the 2018 World 
Economic Forum. Parents and carers are anxious to ensure that their children 
have the chance to play outdoors, and worried about the consequences of 
screen-based, sedentary lifestyles. Whenever they are asked, children 
themselves are emphatic about their wish for space and time for outdoor play 
and recreation.  

Children are disadvantaged in the planning system because they have no 
formal representation or entitlement to be consulted or involved. Given the 
fact that London is a young city, and given the expected growth in London’s 
child population, securing good opportunities for children to play should be a 
central goal of the Good Growth objectives of the London Plan.  

Historical approach to planning for outdoor play in London 

London has had supplementary planning guidance on play and informal 
recreation since 2008. The original GLA SPG, issued in draft form in 2006, 
built on the experience of existing established planning tools such as the ‘6 
Acre Standard’ published by the then National Playing Fields Association 
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(now Fields in Trust). Significantly, the spatial component for playable space 
of 10 sqm per child in the GLA SPG set a lower benchmark than was implicit 
in the 6 Acre Standard, reflecting the London context. During the drafting of 
the SPG in 2006-8 there was extensive consultation on all aspects, including 
the spatial quantum. Further consultation was also carried out prior to the 
publication of the current version in 2012 (which contained only modest 
changes).  

The SPG provides clarity for developers and planners. It also encourages 
creative approaches appropriate for dense contexts, most prominently in the 
notion of playable space. This notion recognises that children can and do play 
in a variety of different types of outdoor space, not just dedicated fixed 
equipped play areas. Hence it allows for the development of multifunctional 
spaces in which provision of opportunities for outdoor play may be only one of 
a number of objectives.  

Emerging experience of the application of the SPG 

Overall, there is no systematic evidence of the impact and effectiveness of the 
SPG. However, in the author’s view, implementation in recent years has been 
patchy. This may be because of a lack of professional and organisations 
attention and support compared to when the SPG was first published. This 
has arguably been exacerbated by the resource challenges facing local 
authority planning departments.  

There is anecdotal evidence of issues with the calculation of child yields, and 
of poor implementation, with some schemes as built out suffering from value 
engineering decisions that have led to poorer quality of landscaping and 
design.  

More positively, there are also some apparently successful schemes, such as 
Kings Cross Central, where the public space strategy was founded on the 
vision of creating a playable public realm.  

Recent research findings 

After decades of neglect, recent years have seen several robust studies of the 
outdoor play experiences of children, in London and other parts of England, 
led by Dinah Bornat of ZCD Architects. Combining urban design analysis of 
housing estates and direct observation of the use of outdoor spaces by 
children and adults (sometimes supplemented by surveys and other 
engagement processes) these studies have shown that children do play out, 
but that the level, duration and patterns of play are linked to design features. 
Estates with high levels of outdoor activity had good informal oversight, direct 
access from dwellings to outdoor spaces, and extensive, traffic-free 
pedestrian networks.  

At the level of policy and strategy, the author’s studies of child-friendly urban 
planning show that planning policy is an important tool in child-friendly city 
initiatives in cities including Rotterdam and Vancouver.  



Recommendations for London Plan 

Much of Policy S4 is strongly supported by the above evidence and argument. 
Its emphasis on an integrated approach across a neighbourhood, the 
importance of safe, direct access, and the value of accessible routes 
strengthen and build on the guidance in the current SPG.  

It is important that the policy sets a minimum spatial component for playable 
space, otherwise the pressure to densify could leave developments with 
inadequate space. Moreover, if sufficient space is not secured at the outset 
then it will be almost impossible to do so at a later date. The quantum in the 
current SPG benchmark of 10 sqm/child should be included, as it is well 
understood. The question was addressed when the SPG was originally 
written, and the quantum was kept in the revised version.  

Policy S4 could helpfully be revised to as to highlight the scope for creative, 
flexible interpretation around playability of space. One obvious text amend 
would be to introduce the term ‘playable space’ and to define it (along the 
lines of the current SPG) as space where children’s active play is a legitimate 
use of the space, perhaps alongside other uses. The policy should also state 
the value of the direct involvement of children and young people themselves 
in securing and improving opportunities for play in their neighbourhoods.  

Policy S4 should rule out the possibility of un-overlooked roof space being 
proposed for play, and should include a presumption against gated spaces, 
because of the importance of good informal oversight and circulation noted 
above. There should also be read-across between Policy S4 and housing 
design policies and guidance.  

While perhaps not the purview of the London Plan itself, a thorough evidence-
based review of policy and implementation around children’s play and 
informal recreation is long overdue, to inform future policy and guidance. Such 
a review could encompass the appropriateness of the 10 sqm benchmark.  

Finally, as with any written policy or guidance, the play SPG needs thoughtful, 
informed application. This in turn implies that professional training and 
development on children’s play and related topics should be undertaken by 
planning teams in the GLA and the Boroughs. 
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