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Hartlepool Civic Commons and Youth Engagement: February 2026 Briefing 

Executive Summary 

Analysis of community engagement events and school-based research conducted in February 
2026 reveals a critical distinction between public "space" and "civic commons." Data from the 
Ward Jackson Park activation and the Marina "Walking Quest" demonstrate that while 
infrastructure is necessary, it is activation—low-barrier, creative, and social programming—that 
converts passive users into active participants. 

Key findings indicate that proximity does not guarantee access; 50% of children living less than 
a mile from their local park have never visited. Furthermore, children and families prioritize 
"playable landscapes" and environmental stewardship over structured sport or ornamental 
infrastructure. The recent closure of long-standing community assets like the Rifty Youth Project 
due to financial pressures underscores the increasing importance of these free, open-access 
public spaces in maintaining social cohesion and youth engagement. 

1. The Paradox of Access: Proximity vs. Participation 

Research conducted with 73 Key Stage 2 pupils at Eskdale Primary School highlights a 
significant gap between the physical availability of parks and their actual use by local children. 

Park Attendance Data (Eskdale KS2 Sample) 

Park Distance from School % of Children Visited 

Rossmere Park 0.9 miles 50% 

Ward Jackson Park 2.0 miles 53% 

Burn Valley Gardens 1.8 miles 26% 

Headland Town Moor 5.0 miles 27% 

 



Key Barriers to Access 

• Mental Maps: For many children, their "world" is limited to a handful of streets. 
Proximity (under 1 mile) still resulted in a 50% non-attendance rate. 

• Safety and Reputation: Burn Valley Gardens saw significantly lower engagement (26%) 
than Ward Jackson Park (53%), despite being similar distances from the school, 
suggesting that perceived safety and family habits outweigh geography. 

• The "Free" Barrier: Findings suggest that "free isn't really free." Access requires social 
permission, confidence, and familiarity, which are often absent without organized 
intervention. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------   

2. Transforming Space into "Civic Commons" 

The Urban Sport & Urban Play event at Ward Jackson Park (27 February 2026) demonstrated how 
light-touch activation can shift the function of a public space. 

• Dwell Time: Families who "only popped to the park" reported staying for over three 
hours due to the presence of welcoming, informal activities. 

• Social Infrastructure: The event functioned as a community meeting point, facilitating 
connections between residents, volunteers, and local businesses (e.g., The Place in the 
Park Coffee Shop). 

• Intergenerational Interaction: Participation spanned ages 4 to 78, creating rare 
opportunities for multi-generational social cohesion. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------   

3. Youth Perspectives on Movement and Environment 

Direct consultation with Year 4 pupils during the Marina Walking Quest and the Ward Jackson 
Park event reveals a distinct preference for informal, creative play over structured sport. 

Redefining Movement 

Children do not view "sport" and "movement" as synonymous. In creative exercises, children 
identified their favorite forms of movement as: 

• Exploration: Climbing, jumping, and running. 

• Creative Play: Making clay "coins," treasure hunts, and "eco warrior" activities. 

• Waterfront Attractions: Seeing boats, the Museum of Hartlepool, and the historic quay. 

Waterfront Development Priorities 

When asked to vote on features for the Hartlepool Waterfront Masterplan, youth priorities 
focused on experiences rather than connective infrastructure: 

• High Priority: Ships (11/16), Outdoor Cinema (10), Art/Sculpture (12/16), Park (10), 
Museum Upgrades (9). 

• Low Priority: Bridges (3), Float walkways (1), Cycling (6). 



• Insight: Children prioritize "playable landscapes" over "ornamental landscaping." They 
care about what they can do in a space rather than how they move across it. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------   

4. Environmental Stewardship and Civic Pride 

A recurring theme across all demographics is a desire for cleaner, better-maintained spaces 
and a willingness to contribute to that improvement. 

• Stewardship as Entry Point: Litter picking activities were highly successful with 
children ("eco warriors"). Residents expressed a strong connection between 
environmental quality (cleaning up "dog dirt" and litter) and pride in their town. 

• "Talk Up the Town": Community feedback boards showed a clear desire for a positive 
narrative. One resident noted the importance of "talking up the town, not down." 

• Participatory Improvement: Residents indicated a preference for "joining in" and 
"helping everyone" rather than merely receiving services. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------   

5. Strategic Risks and Implications 

Fragility of Community Provision 

The permanent closure of the Rifty Youth Project on 10 February 2026 serves as a critical 
warning. Despite operating for 18 years, the project became unsustainable following a 300% 
rent increase by the Council. This highlights the vulnerability of volunteer-led provision and 
increases the strategic importance of free, open-access park activities as a safety net for youth 
engagement. 

Revenue vs. Capital Investment 

The data suggests a strong case for shifting focus from capital builds to revenue-supported 
animation: 

• Revenue Turns Space into Place: Staffed sessions, school walks, and community 
events are more effective at "expanding the sense of place" for children than new 
equipment or resurfacing. 

• Comfort vs. Motivation: While weather (rain/cold) is a comfort barrier, it is not a fun 
barrier if the activity is engaging. However, the lack of seating and basic facilities (toilets, 
heaters, benches) was cited by children as a primary reason for not staying in certain 
areas. 

Summary of Strategic Patterns 

Theme Resident/Youth Sentiment Strategic Implication 

Pride in Place 
High attachment to local 
landmarks and nature. 

Amplify existing pride rather than focusing 
on deficits. 

Activity 
Preferences 

Experience-led (festivals, ships, 
play). 

Prioritize "playable" over "ornamental" 
design. 



Barriers 
Confined "mental maps" and 
safety fears. 

Use "trusted adults" and school 
partnerships to expand horizons. 

Participation 
Desire to help and improve the 
town. 

Create clear volunteering and stewardship 
pathways. 

 


