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The Social Ecosystem - >

of Hartlepool Parks

Synthesizing community insights to
redefine play, presence, and safety.




Residents view parks as vital symbols of community
pride, yet many remain avoided and empty.

Emotionally Important. Physically Avoided.
Signals of how much a place cares Fear of anti-social behaviour, poor maintenance,
about itself. and feeling “not for people like us”.

t 4 When a park declines, residents read that decline as a

sign that the community itself has been neglected. / 0.




Safety in parks is less about crime and more
about the absence of positive presence.

Fine in the day, but not
somewhere I'd send kids

on their own.
Perceived Safety Environmental Safety Psychological Safety

The real barrier isn't just broken lighting or youth groups—it is the absence of families, dog
walkers, and visible community activity. Spaces feel safer when positive presence is visible.
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Installing expensive fixed equipment
does not automatically produce play. S

Children prefer:
Exploring, making up games, ENGAGEMEN T

climbing, building, racing.

Many parks contain traditional structures,
empty fields, and underused courts—yet
remain quiet.

Why? Narrow age targeting, lack of child input,
and no visible “permission” to play freely.
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Adults design for facilities, but children look for adventure.
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The Adult
View
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The Child
View

Child focus: Adventure, imagination, exploration

4<Conclusion: Informal, adaptable spaces (grass, woods, slopes) are often the most valuable parts of a park)—
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Active adult presence transforms how

children experience and use local spaces.

Adults are actively present
(organizing, walking, gathering)
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Parks as
Community

Health
Infrastructure

Pride in local places
grows, drawing more
community members

Spaces feel alive and
psychologically safe

Children explore more, notice
details, and imagine new uses
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Parks are social ecosystems
that require people,
permission, and presence
to thviktrive.

- Capital improvements - Spaces come alive - Parks succeed when they
alone are rarely enough. through people, activity, are socially activated,
relationships, and local not simply physically
ownership. upgraded.
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P  Hope children
T use it.

(Fails to sustain engagement).

Moving from top-down installation
to bottom-up play ecosystems.

Traditional Model

Design Play

Install Equipment

Emerging Model

Create a Play |
Ecosystem

Children Add Loose
invent play. Materials

(This is how real play works).



UK parks are currently missing the
critical middle layer of play.

Equipment
(Swings, slides) -
Status: Funded & Present

—

Loose Parts
(Logs, branches) - Status: MISSING.

Adventure Space

(Woods, slopes) - Status: Present but underutilized.

The second layer—Iloose parts—is the one most UK parks currently lack completely.
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The Stick Stash provides the missing
middle layer at virtually zero cost.

What it is: A designated area
in a park where natural
materials (branches, logs,
offcuts) are deliberately left
or replenished.

What it does: Turns an
empty area into a creative
environment. Children use
materials to build dens,
create structures, and invent
games.
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Loose parts play allows children

T Play here in this Q ((
|

T DN S\ specific way. \

”//

Based on play theorist Simon Nicholson:  Children don't just want Den building lets them
The more loose parts a play playgrounds. They want leave a mark on the
environment has, the more creative places where they can world—deeply powerful
and imaginative children become. change the environment. for development.
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Implementing the Stick Stash relies on
existing community assets and waste.

Zones

=5 D'en Buildmg

Small designated areas
with a simple sign: “Den
Building Area. Use sticks
to build. Work together.”

Sourcing

Council tree works,
storm-fallen branches, and
local woodland management
(diverting existing waste).

/ Stewardship

(

) The council provides
/ materials, permission, and

space. Local groups, schools,
and families supply the play
and maintenance. o?



One low-cost intervention delivers returns
across multiple municipal policy goals

Play & Development:
Creativity, collaboration,
physical activity

Cost Efficiency:
Minimal capital cost compared
to traditional equipment

Natural gathering
around creative spaces

Park Activation:
Creates visible, positive
_use (Positive Presence)

Pride in Place:
Spaces feel cared
for and alive.
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Visible quick wins shift the perception of
safety and community pride rapidly.
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Residents con3|stently\ ’ Where residents feel By simply giving per mlSSWN\
. state that visible ownership or involvement, and providing raw materials, -
\improvements matter. parks are used more. Wec;:"':et;gi c"’)mmsu'“tcy :0
reclai ir open space
i o / ST
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Every neighbourhood park
should feature a Stick Stash

A natural play area with loose branches and logs that allow
children to build dens and invent their own games.

v Cheap. « Visible. « Backed by play science.
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