Appendix A
LEAVESDEN COUNTRY PARK ISSUES REPORT
History

Leavesden Country Park has an interesting history as part of the Leavesden Hospital site:

In 1868 The St Pancras Guardians (responsible for overseeing the St Pancras Workhouse in London) acquired a 38 acre site in Leavesden (South of the now College Road) to erect the St Pancras Industrial School for pauper children. This school accommodated 678 children. The school later became part of Leavesden Hospital.

The Imbeciles Asylum, Leavesden was one of the first institutions erected by Metropolitan Asylums Board (to the north of the now College Road). It opened in 1870 to provide care for “quiet and harmless imbeciles” and was designed to serve the north of the capital, originally providing accommodation for 1560 patients. The hospital later renamed Leavesden Hospital finally closed in 1995 and the site has now been developed for housing.

During the late 1980’s and early 1990’s the Secretary of State for Health sold land formerly known as the Leavesden Hospital Site to a consortium of residential property developers.

As part of the development of this site for residential use a section 106 agreement was drawn up with Three Rivers District Council which meant that the land comprising Leavesden Country Park would be released for public access. The Country Park includes cemeteries which were also part of the hospital site.

Maintenance of the Country Park is funded via a commuted sum and currently undertaken as part of the Council’s Grounds Maintenance contract; however the money available via the commuted sum cannot be used for significant capital improvements without the approval of the Secretary of State. In recent years a number of issues have developed which affect the site. These issues relate mostly to unsociable behaviour by some users of the Country Park, which it is felt could be improved by capital investment in the Country Park and an improvement to the way that the site is managed. 

There are currently very few features of historical importance which exist on the site today. The pergola in the south of the park and the font in the north of the park, together with the Cemetery sites and associated Lych Gate are the key features that remain. The Lych Gate was renovated during 2005/6 by TRDC. It is proposed that the management plan should provide for any necessary renovations and or specialist maintenance for any such historic features.

Public Consultation

During the summer of 2007 a public consultation exercise was undertaken. This involved an exhibition placed in the Woodlands YMCA (within the site), together with comment cards and an opinion meter. All residential properties surrounding the Country Park area were sent a letter about the public consultation. An article was put in the local press and details posted on the Three Rivers website. 

A total of 253 people responded to the consultation. This comprised 38 comments cards completed, 25 on-line questionnaires completed, 184 opinion meter questionnaires completed and 6 written responses. A summary of the responses to the public consultation exercise is attached as Appendix 1 of this document.

Consultation also included meetings with Hertfordshire Constabulary Community Safety Officer, the Hertfordshire County Council Rights of Way Team, and Woodlands YMCA

Use of the park

It appears that the vast majority of users of LCP use it for informal recreation and a significant number use the children’s play areas. Other key uses are for dog walking, running/walking/for fitness, and cycling. Quite a large proportion use it as a shortcut to somewhere else.

Key concerns of users

Arising out of the public consultation were a number of key issues, which need to be addressed as part of the management of the site. These are as follows: 

· more formal sports provision

· children’s play area

· dog fouling

· maintenance (including litter and vandalism)

· repair of old footpaths

· vegetation management (including around car parks and adjacent to properties)

· nuisance youth/improved provision for young people

· the need for patrolling of park

· a need for better links between the north and south of the park.

More formal sports provision.

Feedback included requests for more football, cricket, rugby and boules. Many people were concerned about recent continued damage to the tennis court area and equipment and requested that the Council repair the existing courts and offered ‘pay and play’ facility or privatised it.

TRDC in partnership with Woodlands YMCA wish to take forward the development of a multi games area to replace the current tennis courts. It should be to the Barclay Spaces for Sport/Football Foundation type (e.g. King George V Playing Fields, Tolpits Lane) and may attract Football Foundation funding. The project cost is likely to be around £250,000.

It would also be possible to fit two small-sided football pitches together with an artificial cricket pitch (for use by under 15’s) on the existing surface to the north and east of Woodlands YMCA building. This could be provided at very little cost and would help to deal with the lack of football and under 15s cricket provision in the area. 

The YMCA are keen to redevelop the Art Therapy block, and part of this could provide for the additional changing space required for the MUGA and additional football pitches. This would obviously be subject to achieving the relevant planning permission and additional funding of £50,000.

The KKP Sports and Recreation Study (July 2005) did not identify a deficiency in Rugby provision in this area. Due to the constraints on site, it is not going to be possible to accommodate rugby pitches.

TRDC will explore the possibility of providing an area to play boules as this is likely to encourage older people to engage in sporting activity.

Improvements to the Children’s Play Areas

There were a number of comments regarding the children’s play area. Some related to the lack of toddler swings in the existing facility. Many other comments related to litter, broken glass, graffiti and vandalism.

Much of the graffiti and vandalism seems to stem from the activities of young people on site, and it is hoped that more provision on site for young people will divert them from such antisocial behaviour.
TRDC will extend the children’s play area in order to accommodate two toddler swings, with amended fencing and surfacing to accommodate them.
Access

Car parks

There are three car parks existing car parks situated within the northern part of the Country Park and a new car park currently under construction, as part of the development of the new football pavilion off Woodside Road. This car park provides for 22 spaces and 2 further disabled spaces. 

Car park A is intended for the users of Woodlands YMCA. The disabled parking bays have been re-marked out by TRDC in the last couple of years in order to comply with DDA legislation. This car park provides for 16 spaces and 4 disabled parking spaces.

The main car park for general use by the public is car park B. This car park provides for approx. 42 spaces (not marked out) and 2 disabled parking spaces. Generally the quality of this car park is good. Drainage is inadequate at the entrance and as a result this area is often flooded. Also the vegetation surrounding this car park is considered inappropriate as it restricts both the use of the car park (parking close to inappropriately tall and prickly shrubs) and affects the visibility of users of the car park areas. It is proposed that this vegetation should be removed and replaced with more suitable ground cover plants in some areas, and bark mulch in areas to the north-east where any planting may detrimentally affect visibility. 

Car park C is situated to the south of the Northern part of LCP. It currently provides for approx. 41 spaces (not marked out). The public consultation exercise identified that of those people sampled, only 3% used this car park. It is understood that there is some need for parking in this location for users who park here to walk their dogs in the south side of the park. There are concerns however about the current layout of the car park as it is almost completely surrounded by dense shrubs, which not only prevent natural surveillance of this car park, but also are quite threatening to users of the car park. Links to the footpath network within the park are limited to one small gap within the dense shrub planting surrounding the car park. It is considered that this car park should be reviewed and rationalised by possibly reducing the size of the parking area in this location. Shrubs should be cleared from a substantial area surrounding the car park to ensure that community safety is improved and low tubular metal railings erected in place of vegetation to minimise illegal vehicular access. 

A lighting survey is to be undertaken to car parks A and B and any recommendations made to be taken forward as part of this management plan.

Cycle paths

There is currently an existing permissive cycle path, which takes a rather circuitous route, particularly in the north of the site. This is to be redirected along the line of the access road. Rather than terminating at Linnet Road (as it does currently), it is to continue, along the current footpath north of YMCA towards the ‘wild area’ and onto link with the path, which runs parallel with Public Footpath 64 to link with Woodside Road. Continued consultation with the Safer Routes to School team may result in this being promoted as such, if it is deemed to be appropriate. Improved signage of this cycle path, particularly in the north of the site will be provided.

Footpaths

The existing footpath network within the park is quite poor. In the north of the park the developers constructed a number of crushed stone footpaths during the early 1990’s. These do not necessarily appear to be positioned in such a way as to provide adequately for the needs of users, and there is no provision for circular walks within the park. 

The surfaces have had limited maintenance works since their construction and as a result in places have become eroded and are presenting a hazard to users. Where these footpaths cross the access road, there are no dropped kerbs, which present a problem to some users of the park.

The footpath from the play area to the north of the site is of a more substantial tarmac finished surface. Dropped kerbs have been constructed from the car park area to the south by TRDC in the last few years in order to comply with DDA legislation. A survey was undertaken by HAD (Hertfordshire Action on Disability) in 2006. This footpath is much more acceptable; however the Community Safety Officer has identified a need to remove a section of the established hedge adjacent to the ‘Art Therapy’ block in order to improve visibility and thus pedestrian safety. There are links to the wider public footpath network to the north, however in places vegetation encroachment to the footpaths is a considered a threat to safety.

There has also been a request for us to review the footpath layout within the ‘wild area’ to the north-west of the site, and making it more pedestrian friendly so encouraging an interest in the habitat/wildlife of the site. This is something, which will be taken forward as part of the habitat management plan (see Appendix 2), together with the provision of information boards on wildlife.

Consultation is currently underway with the Safer Routes to School team at HCC with regard to extending the permitted cyclepath north linking to Woodside Road in proximity to footpath 64 (whereas it currently terminates at Linnet Road). There are currently concerns relating to the quality of Woodside Road and footpath provision.

To the south of the park the footpaths comprise historic areas of hard-standing such as vehicular access drives and car parking areas. There are not many footpaths that have been specifically constructed as footpaths. Many of the tarmac and concrete surfaces are now starting to break up leading to a significant decline in the visual quality of the park; however they have not yet currently declined to a level that causes significant health and safety concern.

TRDC will review all footpaths within the site. A whole-life costing survey of all aspects of the site, including footpaths will be undertaken and as a result it is anticipated that the footpath layout at the site will be rationalised. TRDC will ensure that where possible, circular walks and routes will be provided for and a measured circuit for runners/walkers will be provided.

Signage

Signage throughout the park needs to be reviewed. 

The consultation identified that of those who thought signage was inadequate for the park, 55% said that they would like to know more about the wildlife on the site.  The Habitat Management Plan (Appendix 2 of this document) developed in partnership with CMS (Countryside Management Service) will provide for information boards to be installed in the north of the site, adjacent to the ‘wild area’ and in the south of the site, adjacent to the proposed main meadowland area. 52% said they would like to know more about the history of the site. This is currently being implemented by TRDC within current budgets (2007/8). 

42% said that they would like to know more about connections to other walking and cycling routes. This will be undertaken by installation of finger-board signage and way-marking within the site.

Access points

A key matter for consideration in the successful management of the LCP site is the pedestrian link between the north and south sites. Currently it is very difficult to cross College Road due to the volumes of traffic which use it. Comments that came out of the public consultation requested a range of ideas, including the installation of a pedestrian crossing between the two sites, the reinstatement of the tunnel (which existed historically) or the installation of a footbridge. It would appear that due to changes in land ownership that it would no longer be possible to reinstate the tunnel which passes underneath College Road. It would also be extremely costly to provide for a footbridge link between the two. TRDC would favour the provision of a pedestrian crossing to link the two sites, and undertake to liase with Herts CC on the possibility of taking this forward.

The gated access to LCP from Linnet Road is to be redesigned to provide a locked vehicular gate and pedestrian access into the park, but allowing unhindered access to the YMCA minibus parking area. The existing gate is ineffective and currently allows unhindered access to vehicles and motorbikes for most of the time, due to the fact that it is often left unlocked.

The main access to the north of the park, which is kept locked out of hours may also require upgrading, together with access from Harlech Road, to prevent unauthorised motorbike access. This is not however considered to be as urgent as the access to Linnet Road.

Other accesses, which have been raised as matters of concern, are the much smaller gated accesses to the south of the park. Issues of poor visibility between the park and vehicular crossovers to private properties need to be assessed, and appropriate action taken as necessary.

There is a footpath to the SW corner to the South of LCP where a footpath exists almost to the boundary of the site, however it is fenced from there and this fence has been breached a number of times. This is obviously a well-used desire line linking to Langley Lane. It is considered appropriate to extend this link to the park via a stepped entrance/exit (to the relevant Highways standard) and propose to Hertfordshire Highways that TRDC would fund an extension to the footpath for approximately 30m to link in with the existing northern footpath to Langley Lane.

Development of more activities for young people

Woodlands YMCA are keen to develop their main building as a Children’s Centre. In order to continue offering all the current programmes and activities they would need to add a small extension and/or mezzanine floor to the ‘Sports Hall’, but remaining within their current boundary. The cost for this is likely to be around £100,000 and will come from Hertfordshire County Council if successful in their bid for it to become a Children’s Centre. The result of this should be known in February 2008.

The YMCA would also like to demolish the current ‘Art Therapy’ block and replace it with a purpose built Youth Activity Centre. They would aim to occupy roughly the same size footprint, but not necessarily the same layout. The YMCA did have planning permission (now lapsed) to extend the current building. They will be applying for funds for the rebuild which it is anticipated will cost in the region of £300,000.

It is considered that a Play Ranger (see TRDC Play Plan) would be based at the site for five hours per week, possibly in this new building to enable engagement with local young people. 

It is considered that part of the site; a sloping field to the west of the new football pavilion is identified as a BMX track. Consultation is currently underway and local young people are shortly to be engaged with its construction under the guidance of TRDC. Consultation will include agreeing on a name for this area, in order that it can be adequately sign posted.

Longer-term consultation on the need for additional provision including a skate boarding facility in this location should be considered.

Park Patrolling

There is obviously a significant amount of nuisance and antisocial behaviour as perceived by local people.

When asked in the survey if they felt safe using the park, 39% said that sometimes they did not. When asked what makes you feel unsafe 34% stated antisocial or threatening behaviour. 

27% stated poor lighting. TRDC will be undertaking a lighting survey of car park areas and other areas where there is existing lighting. Consultation with HCC Police has identified that nationally, while additional lighting may make people feel less vulnerable using a park or open space, it often encourages the use of otherwise inappropriate sites and may in some circumstances lead to a higher number of incidents of antisocial and threatening behaviour.  For these reasons and the significant cost associated with the provision of additional lighting TRDC do not consider it appropriate to increase the area of the park that is lit during hours of darkness.

While in an ideal world it would be wonderful to have a park warden specific to Leavesden Country Park, in reality it is not likely to be possible justify such a post full time for this site. It is possible that one warden could be split between a number of key TRDC open spaces, or that the post is split between park warden and youth activity worker/play ranger based at this site. It is considered however that at least in the first instance TRDC could work more closely in partnership with other partners at the site. These would include the police, Woodlands YMCA, our Grounds Maintenance team, Play Ranger post and ‘friends of group’ facilitated by CMS, that it will be possible to increase presence on site akin to more formal patrolling of the park.

Dog fouling

Dog fouling was seen by a number of people as a significant barrier to their enjoyment of the park. A request was made for dog-free areas, however this would be very difficult to police. By-laws currently prohibit dog fouling and there are adequate dog bins provided onsite. It would seem more appropriate to fight the problem with a promotional campaign by ensuring that there is a regular patrolling of the area by the dog-warden, jointly with the provision of biodegradable poop-scoopers, printed with the campaign logo (possibly a District wide one) and some interesting facts on the health aspects of dog mess.

Habitat Management (including management of dense areas of planting adjacent to properties)

TRDC are working with CMS on the Habitat Management Plan.  This will be drawn up identifying particular areas for managing primarily for wildlife. The key areas to be considered will be:

· Meadowland areas: areas where the grassland is to be managed by cut and lift operations annually to favour wild flowers, and thus encourage invertebrates.

· The ‘wild area’ to the north-west of the site. Management of this area is likely to involve the removal of quite a large area of dense young sycamore growth to favour native species. It is likely that new planting will also be required in this area, together with the review of the footpath layout and information provision. The public consultation exercise has identified a few individuals who live locally who would be happy to become involved in the physical management of the park. This community involvement is envisaged to focus around this ‘wild area’.

· Densely planted areas adjacent to houses: where these are considered a problem it is proposed that a 3.0m strip of vegetation is coppiced back to ground level on a 7-10 year rotation. This will prevent trees and shrubs attaining a height which is likely to cause a nuisance, and also will encourage dense growth which will be more effective at preventing access the rear of the properties (except for when the works have just been undertaken).

The public consultation exercise identified that 70% of respondents said that nesting boxes for birds, bats etc… should be put in place. This will be undertaken as recommended by CMS.

54% of those completing a questionnaire stated that native trees should be planted on site. It would therefore make sense for a community tree planting event to be undertaken during the next planting season (November 2007/March 2008), possibly focussing on young people as it has been noted that most of the tree planting undertaken last year has been damaged by vandalism since.

41% of people said that fallen trees should be retained where this is safe and 37% said that dead trees should be retained standing wherever this is considered safe. This will form part of our Habitat Management Plan.

40% of people said that some areas of grass should be cut less frequently. The Habitat Management Plan will propose areas to be managed as meadowland. The key area will be that one to the south of the site adjacent to Langley Lane where already species of note are growing around the margins of the existing grassed area.

Litter, glass, vandalism and graffiti

While litter, broken glass, graffiti and vandalism are picked up in our maintenance contract, it would seem that the problems are significant ones as perceived by local people.

TRDC will undertake to review its grounds maintenance contracts to attempt to deal more effectively with the problems with current resources. However we will struggle to deal more effectively with this problem with current resources. This will be reviewed as part of the contract tendering process.
It may be that partnerships with the local ‘friends of’ group and possibly extending the partnership we currently have on other sites using the probation service and BCTV (British Trust for Conservation Volunteers) that we may be able to improve the situation at LCP.

Also other programmes to provide for young people on site, may assist with minimising the problem.

