ELSTEAD PARISH COUNCIL

 PARISH PLAN FOR RECREATION AND LEISURE FACILITIES

INTRODUCTION

1 The management of the Parish Council’s recreational and leisure facilities accounts for the bulk of the Council’s annual expenditure, once administrative expenses (salaries, insurance etc) are excluded. The purpose of this document is to help formulate the Parish Council’s plans for the management of these facilities over the medium and longer term in order to programme expenditure more effectively. The Council has agreed that it should now be published for consultation within the village, in particular with the voluntary organisations affected. It will then be reviewed by the Council in the light of the comments received. In this form it will become the basis for the Council’s planning and funding decisions over the medium term, subject to amendment as necessary in the light of changing circumstances.

BACKGROUND

2 The Council’s sports and recreation facilities consist of two recreation grounds, at Burford Lodge and Thursley Road. Both are owned and maintained by the Parish Council. The Burford Lodge ground covers about 6 acres and includes a full-size soccer pitch (part of which is floodlit), a smaller (junior) soccer pitch, an unfenced childrens play area, 5 floodlit hard tennis courts and an excellent tennis club house built and maintained by the Elstead Village Tennis Club. The Club operates under the terms of a lease from the Council, for which it pays an annual rent, currently £1,300. There is also a small and dilapidated changing pavilion with very basic facilities serving the football grounds. This is owned by the Council but managed by Elstead Football Club.

3 The Thursley Road Recreation Ground, which covers about 5 acres, is just under a mile from the Burford Lodge ground.  About three-quarters of the area is common land and the rest is public open space. It accommodates a full sized soccer pitch, three smaller junior soccer pitches, a well-maintained cricket square, practice facilities for cricket and a fenced children’s play area. The ground is serviced by a large new pavilion, constructed and managed by the Elstead Recreational Trust (ERT), a registered charity. The Trust comprises the three main users of the pavilion (Elstead Cricket Club, Elstead Football Club and the Peter Pan Pre-school) and the Parish Council. The building is leased by the Trust from the Parish council under the terms of a 25 years (renewable) lease.

4 The Council makes no charge for the use of either Thursley Road or Burford Lodge for organised sport. When the Council maintained the old pavilion at Thursley Road, both the Cricket and Football clubs (and the Pre-school) paid an annual rent, but when the ERT took over responsibility for the provision of pavilion facilities (which saved the Council £2-3,000 a year), these charges ceased. Even if the Council wanted to, it might be difficult in legal terms to levy a charge for the use of the playing areas at Thursley Road (as opposed to the pavilion), as the ground is largely common land and it could be argued that the Cricket and Football Clubs have established a customary right to the use of the land for sport. 

5 Adjacent to the Burford Lodge ground are the Elstead Allotments, which comprise 31 half-size allotments covering nearly 2 acres. The allotments were provided by the Parish Council in 2009 in response to public demand, at a cost of some £11,000 for ground preparation, fencing and access. They are managed by the Elstead Village Allotments Association (EVAA), which pays an annual rent of £200 to the Council for the use of the land. The EVAA is responsible for the maintenance of the allotments, including the fencing, and for the allocation of plots, subject to the terms of a management agreement with the Council. Water for the allotments is metered and paid for by the EVAA.

6 Beyond the allotments is an area of grazing land, described as the Burford Lodge Extension Land, covering some 6 acres. This is owned by the Council and is currently let on an annual grazing tenancy at a rent of £800 per annum. Access to the land (from a gate off the Milford Road) is difficult and hazardous.

7 The use of the Burford Lodge ground, the allotments and most of the extension land is subject to a covenant  restricting the use to recreation or agriculture (which includes horticulture) and requiring that such use should not cause nuisance to the occupiers of neighbouring properties.

8 National standards for the provision of recreational and leisure facilities have been drawn up by the National Playing Fields Association and are used as a guide by local authorities in determining needs. The 6 acre standard states that for every 1000 residents, 6 acres of sport and recreation space should be provided. Of this 6 acres, 4 acres should be for sport, whilst 2 acres should be for children’s recreation including 0.25 acres of equipped playground. On this basis, with a population of 2500 (2001 census), Elstead should have 15 acres of recreation ground, 10 acres for sports and 5 acres for childrens play, including 0.625 acres of equipped playground. Currently, Elstead has 11 acres of recreation ground and 0.42 acres of equipped play area. 

9 The cost to the Parish Council of maintaining the two recreation grounds amounted in 2010/11 to £6,200, excluding capital expenditure. This included grass cutting services, perimeter maintenance, tree works, car park maintenance (at Burford Lodge only), fertilising and weed spraying. In addition, the Council spent £1,500 on the maintenance and provision of play equipment at both grounds. By comparison, the annual cost of maintaining the Thursley Road pavilion is some £13,000, borne by the ERT.

10 The maintenance of the car park at the Thursley Road Recreation Ground is the responsibility of the ERT. Elstead Village Tennis Club maintains the tennis courts and clubhouse at Burford Lodge. Elstead Cricket Club maintains the cricket square and practice nets at the Thursley Road ground and also regularly rolls and cuts the outfield (in addition to the Council’s contractor) in order to render it suitable for both senior and junior cricket.

THURSLEY ROAD RECREATION GROUND

11 The Thursley Road Recreation Ground is used intensively throughout the year for organised sport. Senior football is played every Saturday afternoon from mid-September till mid April and also on some Sundays. Junior football is played every Saturday morning during the season, by up to 5 teams. Senior cricket is played every Saturday during the summer months and also on many Sundays and on occasional weekday evenings. Junior cricket is played on Saturday and Sunday mornings and on many weekday evenings, by at least 4 separate age-group teams. Cricket practice occupies Thursday and Friday evenings.

12 The facilities at the ground, with the exception of the play area, are in good condition. The outfield has been improved significantly as a result of the Council’s recent expenditure on drainage, fertiliser and weed control and by the frequent rolling carried out by the Cricket Club. But this needs to be maintained in order to cope with the heavy use to which ground is subject, from both cricket and football and from informal recreation. In dry weather, the grass is subject to extreme stress owing to the thin, sandy nature of the soil and the lack of any irrigation facilities. The recent expansion of the Elstead Sharks junior football teams is a welcome development in terms of providing sporting opportunities within the village, but it has also imposed greater demands on the playing surface. The space available is not moreover adequate to cope fully with the requirements for junior football. Further expansion of the Sharks and of the Cricket Club are likely to be possible only by the provision of additional recreational space.

13 The cricket square, maintained by the Cricket Club, is of excellent quality. It has been voted the best in the I’Anson Competition in 2011 and was used last season by the Surrey County Cricket Club’s junior section, which also commented favourably on its condition (as well as on the condition of the ground generally).

14 The pavilion, constructed in 2006, is in good condition and provides sports and community facilities far superior to those available in neighbouring towns and villages. It is self-supporting financially. The Parish Council provided a grant of  £17,500 and a loan of £25,000 from the Public Works Loan Board to assist in the construction of the pavilion, which overall cost nearly £300,000. The Trust is repaying the loan through an annual ground rent of just under £2,000. When the loan has been repaid (in 2025) the ground rent will effectively cease.

15 The car park is maintained by the Trust. It can accommodate about 20 vehicles and is just large enough to cater for normal sporting events. But it is too small to cater for larger events taking place at the pavilion or the recreation ground and there is no realistic way in which it can be enlarged. It is subject to heavy wear not only from users of the pavilion but also, increasingly, from visitors to the play area and from traffic using the car park as a turning area off the Thursley Road. The Council has recently reinstated the entrance to Beacon View Road and also the car park entrance in order to help maintain the surface. 

16 The perimeter fencing to the recreation ground has been extensively repaired over the last 5 years or so. Further minor works are in hand, which once completed should leave the fencing in good order. Two litter bins at the ground are maintained by the Council and a further two (adjacent to Thursley Road) by WBC. Generally, litter is not a problem there.

17 The ground is edged with a number of specimen trees, principally oaks but also limes, chestnuts and birch, several of which overhang the highways. These require regular assessment for safety purposes and periodic surgery, for which budgetary provision needs to be made.

18 The Council has already recognised that the play area needs updating and upgrading. It is a popular and well-used facility, but much of the equipment is old and does not cater well for the wide range of age groups. More variety is needed in the equipment available, particularly to cater for older children and for the very young. The Council’s plans for the refurbishment of the play area are well advanced and are due to be implemented in 2012 in the light of the fund-raising efforts now under way. The target budget for the redevelopment is some £62,000, of which £40,000 has already been raised or offered and a further £22,000 applied for. While the Council’s plans have been widely welcomed within the village, there have been several objections, including 2 from near neighbours who are principally concerned at the plan for a modest extension of the play area

19. The Council will decide early in 2012 on the final shape of the play area redevelopment. This decision will need to take account of the funds available from all sources, including its own resources. 

20 Once the new play area has been completed there will be no space available at the ground for further development. Any expansion of recreational activities will need to be accommodated elsewhere.

Issues for Decision - Short term

21 In the short term, the Council proposes the following actions:

· Routine management expenditure – grass cutting, fertilising, weed spraying, tree surgery: to maintain the current levels of activity.

· Play area re-development: the Council will consider its level of contribution in the light of its success in obtaining matching funds from other grant-giving authorities

· Irrigation facilities. 20,000 litres of water per day can be extracted from a bore hole under existing general licence provisions to provide irrigation water. Elstead CC is investigating the possibility of the installation of a borehole and the Council has agreed to provide a modest grant (up to £250) to pay half the cost of a hydrogeological survey. The Council would expect that the cost of any eventual borehole installation would be met largely by the Cricket Club with the assistance of grants from sporting and other bodies. 

Longer Term 

22 Over the longer term (ie up to 10 years or so) the Council will need to consider whether additional recreational space is required and, if so, where in the village this should be located. As is noted above, Thursley Road Recreation Ground is already at maximum capacity and demand for additional space for organised sport (football and cricket, at both senior and junior level) is expected to continue to grow. But adequate changing and shower facilities exist only at the Thursley Road Ground: Burford Lodge no longer has such facilities in working order.

23 The Council plans to explore with the Sharks junior football team whether or not some of their activities might be better located at Burford Lodge Recreation Ground, where there is more space. But as noted in para 25 below, there are several reasons why Burford Lodge is not attractive to organised sport and the Council may need to allocate expenditure to mitigate these if such a move is to be promoted. The Council will also consider the possibility of securing additional appropriate recreational space in the village should the demand and the opportunity arise.

BURFORD LODGE RECREATION GROUND

24 Apart from the tennis courts, only limited organised sport currently takes place at the Burford Lodge ground. Football practice takes place under floodlights for one or two nights a week during the season and some senior matches are played at the beginning and end of the football season when Thursley Road is being used for cricket. Currently, the junior football pitch is not used at all. 

25 There are a number of reasons why Burford Lodge is under-utilised. The pavilion facilities are quite unsuitable other than for storage and for the use of the toilets. The playing surface is in parts uneven and is in worse condition than that at Thursley Road, mainly because it is cut less frequently and it is not rolled. It would not be suitable for organised cricket because there is not room for a cricket pitch and outfield (unless several specimen trees were removed). More generally, the ground appears to be less attractive to users owing in part to its relative isolation and seclusion (compared to Thursley Road). 

26 The management of the grass playing surfaces is carried out solely by the Council. The grass is cut regularly but not as frequently as at Thursley Road because there is no cricket played there. Over the last 3 years, the field has been fertilised each year and weed sprayed every second year (as at Thursley Road). These treatments have produced a significant improvement in both appearance and quality. 

27 The Tennis Club has expanded rapidly since its formation some 25 years ago. It started with two courts and has since added a further three along with a substantial clubhouse. All courts are floodlit. The Club is well supported and runs a successful coaching programme for juniors, which attracts a large following both from within the village and from much further afield. The configuration of the ground means that future expansion of the Tennis Club would not be possible without intruding further into the adjacent ‘green space’. 

28 The recent expansion of the Tennis Club and the coincidental erection of the Football Club’s floodlights have lead to concern among the ground’s near-neighbours about nuisance, light pollution and about possible over-development of the site. The Council has accordingly stipulated limits to the periods over which the lights may be illuminated (no later than 10.00pm for the Tennis Club; no later than 9.00pm for the Football Club lights, limited to 2 nights per week). The previous Council also rejected an outline proposal from the Scouts for a skateboard park at Burford Lodge, largely on grounds of nuisance.

29 The car park at Burford Lodge has been substantially enlarged over the past 3 years in order to accommodate the increase in traffic arising from the expansion of the Tennis Club and the establishment of the allotments. The extended car park, which cost £7,500, is now large enough to meet demand on all but the busiest occasions, provided drivers park sensibly (which is not always the case!). A frequent problem however is the blocking of the pedestrian access to the allotments by badly parked vehicles. This could be dealt with by appropriate signage.

30 The play area at Burford Lodge is more modest than that proposed for Thursley Road. It is not fenced, but it is not adjacent to a busy road. It has been extended over the last four years, at a cost of £4,000. It is not as well used as the Thursley Road area, probably because of its isolation and its distance from the school and the pre-schools. The Council will need to consider over the longer term whether further improvement in the site is justified and if so its extent.

31 The allotments have been successfully established and have proved to be highly popular. All of the plots have been taken up (some are divided into two sub-plots) and there is currently a short waiting list. Priority must be given to applicants from within the village. The site is well managed by the EVAA, but two minor problems have however arisen. First, the water supply to the allotments is limited by the narrow diameter of the pipe from the main to the meter (the much longer pipe from the meter across the field to the allotments is however twice the diameter); this causes problems when demand for water is high during the summer months. Second, users of the allotments tend to access their plots by walking straight across the recreation ground, rather than using the perimeter plastic-reinforced path. This has created a worn footpath straight across the field which is unsightly; it would also affect the use of the junior football pitch if as is possible football were to return there.

32 The Burford Lodge Extension Land is currently used only for grazing and as an occasional access route for heavy deliveries (eg manure) to the allotments. It is contaminated by ragwort, which the grazier makes efforts to control.  The rent of £800 a year has not been raised for the past 7 years, although the area let was reduced 3 years ago to accommodate the allotments. It is doubtful if the field would be of much use for organised sport or for other recreational activities unless access off the Milford Road were substantially improved, which would be difficult. It seems unlikely that additional land will be required for allotments in the foreseeable future. Nevertheless, the Council considers that the Extension Land is a useful resource which generates a modest income and which may be of value for recreational and leisure purposes in the future. Its current status as agricultural land with a restrictive covenant attached would moreover reduce its value on the open market. 

33 The Burford Lodge ground contains a large number of trees, mainly around the periphery, which require monitoring and occasional surgery. A large stand of immature trees lies between the Recreation Ground itself and the allotments. These have recently been thinned out to allow the better specimens to develop properly. Three large old oaks divide the ground. They are already subject to die-back and need to be closely monitored for safety. The vegetation at the entrance to the ground needs to be cut back regularly in order to allow safe exit onto the Milford Road.

34 The two bins at the ground appear to be adequate to cope with any litter.  

Issues for Decision - Short term

35 In the short term, the Council proposes the following actions: 

· Routine management expenditure – grass cutting, fertilising, weed spraying, tree surgery: to maintain the current levels of activity, with perhaps additional expenditure on the junior soccer pitch in the event of need.

· Parking: the pedestrian access to the allotments will be clearly marked with a ‘no parking’ sign.

· Water supply to the allotments: the Council considers that any enhancement is essentially a matter for the EVAA.

· The Council will ask the EVAA to make further efforts to encourage pedestrian access to the allotments via the perimeter path, rather than across the junior football pitch.

Longer Term

36  There are a number of longer-term issues relating to Burford Lodge:

· The old pavilion. The Council has considered whether this should be replaced. It believes that there would be a case for replacement if a village-based organisation, or a group of users or organisations, wished to use it on a regular basis and were prepared to take responsibility for its subsequent management (including the cost). In this event, the Council would be prepared to assist with funding and would help facilitate the project. 

· Play area: the Council will address this issue in the light of its experience with the redevelopment of the Thursley Road Recreation Ground Play area.

· Tennis Club: the Council believes that no further ‘green space’ at Burford Lodge should be lost. Any future proposed enhancement of the tennis club should therefore be limited to the existing footprint.

· Skateboard park: the Council remains of the view that the Burford Lodge Recreation Ground is not a suitable site to accommodate a skateboard park. It is however prepared to consider alternative suitable sites should any be come available.

· The extension land: this should be retained for the present and the possibilities for improving access from the Milford Road should be investigated in the event of new recreational uses for the land being proposed. 
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