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1.0  INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of this Document 
1.1 This technical supplement is one of a suite of topic-based documents 

detailing the evidence base used to inform the preparation of the Ards and 
North Down Local Development Plan (LDP) draft Plan Strategy 2032.  This 
suite of documents should be read alongside the policies contained within the 
draft Plan Strategy in order to understand the rationale and justification for 
each policy. 

1.2 In May 2019, the Council launched the Preferred Options Paper (POP), the 
first of 3 public consultation documents which will be issued through the LDP 
process.  The POP outlined the vision and strategic objectives of the plan  
based upon the baseline information detailed in a suite of position papers.  
The technical supplements which complement the draft Plan Strategy will  
build upon the baseline information gathered in the position papers and show 
how this has been progressed through the LDP process to formulate the draft 
Plan Strategy.   

1.3 This technical supplement builds upon and updates the Open Space and 
Outdoor Recreation position paper, and along with the full suite of technical 
supplements, topic papers and associated documents, sets out the evidence 
base that has formulated the open space and outdoor recreation policies in 
the draft Plan Strategy.     

1.4 Public consultation processes and engagement with elected members have 
also been taken into account.  It should be noted that this is based upon the 
best information available at the time of compiling this position paper.   
Amendments may be required as new data becomes available or as a result 
of any changes in policy or guidance. 

Planning and Open Space, Sport and Outdoor Recreation 
1.5 Open space includes parks and gardens, amenity green space, allotments, 

cemeteries, green corridors and civic spaces as well as areas that offer  
opportunities for more formal outdoor recreation such as children’s play areas 
and outdoor sports facilities as well as inland bodies of water that offer  
important opportunities for recreation and also act as a visual amenity.   

1.6 PPS8 defines sport as “all forms of physical activity which, through casual or 
organised participation, aim at expressing or improving physical fitness and 
mental well-being, forming social relationships, or obtaining results in  
competitions at all levels” (Council of Europe 1992). 
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1.7 There are many benefits to the protection and provision of open space.  Open 
spaces form the vital green infrastructure that helps us deal with flooding and 
mitigate and adapt to climate change whilst also encouraging biodiversity and 
providing habitats for wildlife. Networks of open space support active travel by 
 providing a safe, attractive prospect for walking and cycling. Access to open 
 space and outdoor recreation opportunities also has an important impact on 
mental and physical health and wellbeing.  Quality open spaces contribute to 
the provision of high-quality environments within residential areas while  
attractive civic spaces and access to open spaces promote socio-economic 
benefits for business and tourism, promoting urban regeneration.  Sport and 
outdoor recreation in the countryside, particularly where associated with farm 
diversification can contribute to rural regeneration and help to promote natural 
resource tourism.   

1.8 Sport has an important role in; 

• Tackling social exclusion;
• Reducing anti-social behaviour;
• Improving community cohesion;
• Promoting healthy lifestyles;
• Urban regeneration; and
• Child / personal development.

1.9 Planning plays an important role in protecting existing open space, sport and 
outdoor recreation areas as well as facilitating and promoting new 
opportunities. 

2.0  REGIONAL POLICY CONTEXT 

Programme for Government 2024-2027 
2.1 The Northern Ireland Executive has agreed and consulted upon ‘Our Plan: 

Doing What Matters Most’, the Programme for Government (PfG) 2024-2027. 
The PfG sets out the Executive’s priorities for making a difference to people’s 
lives – comprising nine immediate priorities and three long-term missions of 
people, planet and prosperity, with a cross-cutting commitment to peace.  

Draft Programme for Government 2016-2021 
2.2 The previous draft Programme for Government 2016-2021 was the most up to 

 date expression of the highest level of policy from the Northern Ireland  
Executive during much of the preparation of the draft Plan Strategy.  It set out 



6 

14 strategic outcomes which the Executive believed best described the 
society we wish to have. 

Regional Development Strategy 2035 
2.3 The Regional Development Strategy (RDS) provides an overarching strategic 

planning framework to facilitate and guide the public and private sectors.  It is 
not limited to land use but recognises that policies for physical development 
have far reaching implications.  The RDS addresses economic, social and 
environmental issues aimed at achieving sustainable development and social 
cohesion.  The Local Development Plan must take account of the RDS. 

2.4 The vision of the RDS is for “An outward-looking, dynamic and liveable 
Region with a strong sense of its place in the wider world; a Region of  
opportunity where people enjoy living and working in a healthy environment 
which enhances the quality of their lives and where diversity is a source of 
strength rather than division.” 

2.5 This vision supports the requirement for the LDP to address issues such as 
access to and provision to open space and opportunities for outdoor sport and 
recreation.  Regional guidance contained within the RDS (RG11) aims to  
‘conserve, protect and, where possible, enhance our built heritage and our 
natural environment’, highlighting the need to provide adequate provision for 
green and blue infrastructure in cities, towns and neighbourhoods, and new 
developments. 

Strategic Planning Policy Statement 
2.6 The Strategic Planning Policy Statement (SPPS) was published by the 

Department of the Environment (DOE) in September 2015.  The SPPS  
reiterates the importance placed upon the need to provide adequate green 
and blue infrastructure as stated in the RDS.    

2.7 The SPPS recognises the importance of open space, sport and outdoor 
recreation and its cultural, social, economic, health and environmental  
benefits.  It requires Councils to bring forward an open Space Strategy that 
must reflect the aim, objectives and policy approach of the SPPS. 

2.8 The policy objectives of PPS 8 have been brought forward to the SPPS and 
reinforced with more detailed guidance for the preparation of local   
development plans.  These objectives seek to protect existing areas of open 
space and facilitate high quality new areas of open space and recreational 
facilities in appropriate locations whilst protecting environmental conservation 
and sustaining and enhancing biodiversity. 
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Planning Policy Statements and Supplementary Guidance 
2.9 Planning Policy Statement 8: Open Space, Sport and Outdoor Recreation  
 sets out planning policy for the protection of open space, the provision of new 
 areas of open space in association with residential development and the use 
 of land for sport and outdoor recreation, and advises on the treatment of  
 these issues in development plans.  

2.10 Planning Policy Statement 7: Quality Residential Design includes policy to  
 ensure that adequate provision is made for public and private open space and 
 landscaped areas as an integral part of new development.   

2.11 Planning Policy Statement 15: Planning and Flood Risk sets out planning  
 policies to minimise and manage flood risk to people, property and the  
 environment.  This PPS recognises that the removal of vegetation and loss of 
 open space, will, if continued, greatly increase the incidence of surface water 
 flooding.  The policy also supports the retention and restoration of natural  
 flood plains and natural watercourses as a form of flood alleviation and an  
 important environmental and social resource. 

2.12 Planning Policy Statement 21: Sustainable Development in the Countryside 
 states that planning permission for outdoor sport and outdoor recreational  
 uses will be assessed in accordance with PPS8.  

 
Guidance Documents 

2.13 Creating Places- Achieving Quality in Residential Developments (DOE/DRD 
 2000) is supplementary planning guidance produced to help developers  
 achieve high quality and greater sustainability in the design of all new  
 residential developments in Northern Ireland.  The document states that  
 provision of public open space should be considered as an integral part of the 
 design and provides guidance on how this can be best achieved. 

2.14 Living Places - An Urban Stewardship and Design Guide for Northern Ireland 
(DOE September 2014) aims to clearly establish the principles behind good 
place  making.  It seeks to inform and inspire all those involved in the process 
of managing (stewardship) and making (design) urban places, with a view to 
raising standards across Northern Ireland.  The importance of open space is 
highlighted throughout the document, recognising its importance in good 
design. 
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Belfast Region City Deal 
2.15 The Belfast Region City Deal (BRCD) is a bespoke package of funding and 
 decision-making powers agreed between central government and local  
 regions; aimed at helping to harness additional investment, create new jobs 
 and accelerate inclusive economic growth.   

2.16 The BRCD, the first ever city deal for Northern Ireland was signed in  
 December 2021.  Ards and North Down Borough Council will be receiving £40 
  million funding for its Bangor Waterfront Development as part of the Belfast 
 Region City Deal.  The Bangor Waterfront Redevelopment represents a total 
 investment of circa £73 million in a 2-mile stretch of the city’s coastline.  The 
 City Deal funding will help to deliver a 10-year plan to regenerate existing  
 assets as well as significant development and improvement of public spaces 
 and development of an international watersports facility. 

 

3.0  LOCAL POLICY CONTEXT 
 

The Big Plan for Ards and North Down 2017-2032 
3.1 The Big Plan is the Community Plan providing an overarching framework  
 setting out a shared vision and ambition that Ards and North Down’s Strategic 
 Community Planning Partnership has agreed to work towards over the next 
 15 years. The vision of the plan is that Ards and North Down is a vibrant,  
 connected, healthy, safe and prosperous place to be.  

3.2 The overarching, cross-cutting ambition of The Big Plan is ‘To have  
 empowered, resilient individuals and communities, to reduce inequality; to  
 promote good relations and sustainability; and to improve accessibility of all 
 public services.’ 

3.3 The Big Plan contains five outcomes that it hopes will reflect the position of 
 the borough by 2032.  The following outcomes of the The Big Plan link to the 
 provision of Open Space and Recreation within the Local Development Plan: 

• Outcome 2 - All people in Ards and North Down benefit from being 
equipped to enjoy good health and wellbeing; 

• Outcome 3 - All people in Ards and North Down benefit from communities 
where they are respected, are safe and feel secure; and 

• Outcome 5 - All people in Ards and North Down benefit from an 
environment that is valued, well-managed and accessible.  
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3.4 Part 2 of ‘The Big Plan’ was published in April 2022 as a scheduled 4 yearly 
 review.  This review highlighted that many of the priorities previously  
 identified such as poverty and mental health were highlighted as the most  
 pressing issues during the previous 4 years exacerbated by the Covid-19  
 pandemic. 

3.5 The Local Government Act 2014 through an amendment to Section 8 of the 
 Planning Act (Northern Ireland) 2011 introduced a statutory requirement that 
 the preparation of the LDP must take account of the Community Plan.  The 
 Big Plan will work in tandem with the LDP providing the spatial framework to 
 achieve the shared vision for the Borough. 

Ards and North Down Corporate Plan 2024-2028: A Sustainable  
 Borough 
3.6 The priorities of the corporate plan are closely aligned to those within the 
 Big Plan, the community plan for Ards and North Down, which sets out a long-
 term vision for Council, local organisations and communities to work towards.  
 The Corporate Plan aims to see progress towards a sustainable Borough  
 through innovation in services and greater partnerships with residents and 
 other organisations.  The plan is driven by three corporate priorities:  

• Economic - increasing growth by attracting more jobs and businesses; 
• Environmental - reducing carbon emissions as we transition to net zero; 

and 
• Social - improving wellbeing through social inclusion and reducing 

inequalities. 

3.7 These corporate priorities are linked to seven outcomes the Council wants to 
 achieve.  Of particular relevance to open space and outdoor recreation are:  

• Outcome 2 - an environmentally sustainable and resilient Council and 
Borough meeting our net zero carbon targets; 

• Outcome 4 - a vibrant, attractive, sustainable Borough for citizens, visitors, 
businesses and investors; 

• Outcome 5 - safe, welcoming and inclusive communities that are 
flourishing; and  

• Outcome 6 - opportunities for people to be active and healthy. 
 

The Integrated Strategy for Tourism, Regeneration and Economic  
 Development 2018-2030 (Ards and North Down Borough Council) 
3.8 The Integrated Strategy presents a vision for the pursuit of prosperity in the 
 Borough of Ards and North Down.  The strategy recognises that one of the 
 key strengths of the Borough is the natural landscape of sea, loughs and land 

https://www.ardsandnorthdown.gov.uk/resident/community-planning/the-big-plan-for-ards-and-north-down
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 (the blue green space) and how creativity and proximity to places of  
 opportunity can develop, promote and celebrate Ards and North Down as a 
 place in which to live, work, visit and invest. 

 

Other Relevant Strategies 
3.9 Ards and North Down Borough Council Sports Facility Strategy 2016- 
 2026 reflects the wider Northern Ireland Framework for Sports Facilities  
 Development 2016-2026 and provides a framework for the future   
 prioritisation, development and provision of sports facilities at a local level, to 
 meet identified community need. The aim is to develop a strategic framework 
 for the future provision of sports facilities in Ards and North Down Borough 
 Council. This identifies the need for provision, and the priorities for investment 
 into sports facilities, informed by evidence of need, consultation with key  
 stakeholders and a supply and demand analysis. The Strategy concludes by 
 identifying fourteen key recommendations for the work of the Community and 
 Wellbeing Directorate within the Council which have also been taken into  
 account through the LDP process. 

3.10 Ards and North Down Borough Council Play Strategy 2021-2032 provides 
 a strategic 10 year framework to guide decision making relating to play  
 provision within the Borough and enable the development of a costed Capital 
 Investment Plan for delivery over the next 5 years.  The strategy looks beyond 
  the sole factor of play and considers the potential to use open space to  
 deliver upon wider Council goals such as urban and rural regeneration,  
 community development and tourism. The Play Strategy was an opportunity 
 to review the 80 play park/ park areas including MUGA’s, skate parks and  
 pump tracks within the Borough to ensure that provision was meeting the  
 needs of residents, stakeholders and delivered on Council’s wider strategic 
 goals. An action plan was produced which outlined the key priorities over the 
 next 5 years.  These priorities included to; improve the quality and consolidate 
 the fixed play provision, deliver the annual refurbishment schedule and deliver 
  provision for older children and young people.   

3.11 Exercise, Explore, Enjoy – A Strategic Plan for Greenways (DfI 2016)  
 sets out a high-level plan for the region to enable people to link to places  
 locally, regionally and nationally by active modes of travel. It will encourage 
 more people to commute to work by foot or bicycle, more children to walk or 
 cycle to school, and it will provide a major leisure and recreation resource for 
 local people and visitors alike.  Ards and North Down Borough Council are 
 pursing the development of Greenways between Comber and Newtownards, 
 Newtownards to Green Road and Kinnegar to Donaghadee. 
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3.12 Northern Ireland Changing Gear: A Bicycle Strategy 2015 sets out how 
 we can plan to make Northern Ireland a cycling community over the next 25 
 years. The objectives of the Strategy are; Making urban areas in Northern  
 Ireland more accessible for people using the bicycle; Improve opportunities 
 for social interaction; Improvements in public health; and Increase safety for 
 people using the bicycle. 

3.13 Active Living - The Sport and Physical Activity Strategy for Northern  
 Ireland 2022 sets out a strategic vision that ‘Lifelong involvement in sport and 
 physical activity will deliver an active, healthy, resilient and inclusive society 
 which recognises and values both participation and excellence.’  The Strategy 
 seeks to build on the successes of its predecessor, Sport Matters, but to also 
 set a direction for Sport and Physical Activity that is based around inclusion, 
 engagement, community, excellence, partnership, collaboration and shared 
 spaces that collectively maximise the benefits of more people, being more  
 active, more of the time. 

3.14 The Northern Ireland Government has produced several other strategies and 
 documents regarding open space, sport and outdoor recreation.  These  
 strategies highlight the importance of this issue and enable further work to be 
 undertaken by government agencies and local council.   

 

4.0  EXTANT AREA PLANS 
4.1 It should be noted that the Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan 2015 (BMAP) was 
 adopted in September 2014 but was subsequently quashed as a result of a 
 judgment in the Court of Appeal delivered on 18 May 2017.  As a   
 consequence of this, the North Down and Ards Area Plan 1984-1995, the  
 Belfast Urban Area Plan, and Bangor Town Centre Plan 1995 are now the 
 statutory Development Plans for the North Down area with draft BMAP  
 remaining a material consideration.   The Ards and Down Area Plan 2015  
 covers the remainder of the Borough which was previously Ards Borough  
 Council.  These plans remain extant until replaced by the new Local  
 Development Plan (LDP) for the Borough. These existing plans are an  
 important consideration in the LDP process, as they provide a starting point 
 for the review of our spatial planning options. 

 

Draft Belfast Metropolitan Area Plan 2015 (dBMAP)  
4.2 Volume 7 of draft BMAP sets out policies for (former) North Down District.  
 Draft BMAP 2015 includes an Open Space, Sport and Outdoor Recreation 
 Strategy. It promotes the concept of Community Greenways (Policy OS 2), 
 which seek to re-establish corridor links between parks and natural areas to 



   
 

  12 
 

 create a network of urban open space and provides policy guidance for new 
 open space provision. In addition, Policy OS 3 encourages the provision of 
 new open space inside settlement development limits. 

4.3 Draft BMAP acknowledges the large variety of open space and outdoor  
 recreational areas within the area and identifies all areas of existing open  
 space above one hectare. It takes account of privately owned playing fields, 
 grassland areas, glens, parks, walkways and casual play areas located within 
 housing areas. 

4.4 In order to analyse open space provision within the legacy North Down  
 Borough Council area, Draft BMAP completed an open space audit, which 
 included an evaluation of all public and private open spaces and identified the 
  different functions they serve. It assessed outdoor open space provision  
 against the National Playing Fields Association (NPFA) standards, which  
 recommend a minimum standard of 2.4 hectares ‘outdoor playing space’ per 
 1000 population and studied their distribution and accessibility on a ward  
 level.  Overall draft BMAP identifies deficits in the North Down area for  
 outdoor playing space, children’s casual play areas, equipped playgrounds 
 and amenity open space; however, this is partly offset by Crawfordsburn and 
 Redburn Country Parks and a number of private playing areas and facilities. 

Draft BMAP proposed one new open space zoning (BR33) for 3.65 hectares 
 of land adjacent to Balloo Industrial Estate.  The draft plan also designated 2 
 Community Greenways, BR 34/01: Ballycrochan Walkway and BR 34/02:  
 Bangor Parks Walkway. 

 

Ards and Down Area Plan 2015 (ADAP) 
4.5 ADAP was adopted in 2009 and relates to the legacy Ards Borough Council 
 area. 

4.6 Volume 1 of the plan – Plan Strategy, Policy Framework and Countryside,  
 deals with Recreation and Open Space. It states that a number of public  
 agencies and private providers are responsible for sports and recreational  
 facilities, including bowling, cricket, tennis, hockey, gaelic football, golf, and 
 rugby and soccer clubs. It also identifies that school playing fields have the 
 potential for dual use by the public outside school hours.   

4.7 The Plan states it is considered necessary to safeguard existing open space 
 within settlements from competing uses, for once built upon the value and  
 amenity of such areas are almost certainly lost to the community forever. It 
 identifies existing recreational open spaces and amenity land within the major 
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 settlements and the relevant villages; and includes proposed areas of open 
 space to meet future demand. Unlike draft BMAP, no open space audit,  
 including an evaluation of all public and private open spaces and identification 
 of the different functions they serve, was undertaken for the Ards and Down 
 Area Plan. Therefore, no indication is given regarding a potential surplus or 
 deficit throughout the area. 

4.8 ADAP proposed the following open space zonings in order to meet future  
 demand; NS43 in Newtownards- 7.32 hectares of land to the north and west 
 of Ballyreagh Road and 2.15 hectares of and at Cronstown, CR18 in Comber- 
 2.87 hectares of land in 2 parcels to the eastern side of the proposed  
 Comber Bypass and DE21 in Donaghadee- 2 hectares of land within the  
 housing zoning south of Newtownards Road. 

 

5.0  CROSS BOUNDARY POLICY CONTEXT 
 

5.1 Throughout the LDP process it has been important to take the position of  
 other councils, and particularly our neighbouring councils, into account.  Ards 
 and North Down Borough is bounded by Belfast City, Lisburn and   
 Castlereagh City and Newry, Mourne and Down Council areas, each of which 
 is at different stages in the formulation of their own LDP.   

Table 1: Neighbouring Council Policy Context 

Council  Position  
Belfast City Council  
  

Belfast City Council Local Development Plan Strategy was 
adopted on 2nd May 2023. 

Policy GB1 – Green and blue infrastructure network 

Policy OS1 – Protection of open space 

Policy OS2 – New open space within settlements 

Policy OS3 – Ancillary open space 

Policy OS4 – New open space outside settlements 

Policy OS5– Intensive sports facilities 

Policy OS6 – Facilities ancillary to water sports 

Policy OS7 – Floodlighting 

These policies recognise the benefits of open space for 
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health, amenity and environmental quality and aim to 
protect and enhance existing open space and secure the 
creation of new open space within Belfast. 

Lisburn and 
Castlereagh City 
Council  
  

Lisburn and Castlereagh City Council adopted its Local 
Development Plan Strategy on 26th September 2023. 
 
Policy OS1- Protection of Open Space 
Policy OS2- Intensive Sports Facilities 
Policy OS3- Noise-Generating Sports and Outdoor  
                    Recreational Activities 
Policy OS4- Facilities ancillary to Water Sports 
Policy OS5- Floodlighting of Sports and Outdoor 
                    Recreational Facilities 
Policy OS6- Outdoor Recreation in the Countryside 
 
Thes policies recognise that open space is essential in any 
community and supports cultural, social, economic, health 
and environmental benefits. They support the 
development of open space and recreational activities in 
appropriate locations. 
  

Newry, Mourne and 
Down District 
Council (NM&D) 
  

The NM&D draft Plan Strategy was published on 27th June 
2025. 
Policy OS1- Protection of Open Space 
Policy OS2- Public Open Space in New Residential        
                    Development 
Policy OS3- Outdoor Recreation in the Countryside 
Policy OS4- Intensive Sports Facilities 
Policy OS5- Noise Generating Sports and Outdoor  
                    Recreational Activities 
Policy OS6- Development of Facilities Ancillary to Water  
                    Sports 
Policy OS7- Floodlighting of Sports and Outdoor  
                    Recreational Facilities 
Policy OS8- Green and Blue Infrastructure 
Policy OS9- Community Growing Spaces and Allotments 
Policy OS10- Cemeteries and Burial Space 
 
These policies recognise the importance of the protection 
and provision of open space and support appropriate 
development.  
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5.2 The Council has engaged with each neighbouring Council’s POP consultation 
 as well as the dPS consultations of Belfast City Council and Lisburn and  
 Castlereagh City Council. 
 
5.3 Professional officers from the LDP team also take part in a number of cross 
 council forums including the Metropolitan Spatial Working Group and the  
 Development Plan Working Group.   
 
5.4 Most recently, online engagement on the Council’s draft Plan Strategy was 
 held with the three neighbouring councils in March 2025. This included  
 discussion around the proposed growth strategy, strategic housing and  
 employment land allocation, settlement hierarchy, strategic approach to  
 climate change and mitigation, alongside operational policies. This included 
 the identification of specific cross-boundary issues. 
 
  



   
 

  16 
 

6.0  PROFILE OF OPEN SPACE AND OUTDOOR RECREATION IN ARDS AND 
 NORTH DOWN 
 

Ards and North Down Open Space and Outdoor Recreation Strategy 
6.1 The SPPS requires that Council bring forward an Open Space Strategy,   
 reflective of the aim, objectives and policy approach of the SPPS but tailored 
 to Borough-specific circumstances (para 6.203). 

6.2 The Council appointed Ironside Farrar to assist the Council with the 
preparation of its Open Space and Outdoor Recreation Strategy (OSS)1.  

6.3 The OSS sets a vision for open space within the Borough, built upon the  
 Council’s Community Plan (The Big Plan) and Corporate Plan that: 

“The residents and visitors of Ards and North Down will feel pride as they  
 enjoy access to attractive parks, open spaces, coastal hubs and natural  
 places. Good quality open spaces play a major role in enhancing the quality 
 of life for local communities, providing spaces for learning, socialising, playing 
 and active sports. Engaging in outdoor recreation (sports, passive recreation, 
 water sports, cycling and walking) in the open spaces in towns and villages 
 and along the coastline of the Borough will encourage people to enjoy good 
 health and wellbeing. Existing open spaces will be protected and enhanced to 
 diversify urban habitats and managed sustainably to help mitigate climate 
 change. Where possible, open spaces will be linked by a network of paths  
 and green corridors to encourage active travel, promote active lifestyles and 
 exploration of the outdoors.” 

 
6.4 To achieve this vision, the OSS sets four guiding principles: 

1. Protect and enhance open space, recognising its role in improving mental 
and physical health and promoting active lifestyles; 

2. Provide high quality, well-managed, clean and safe open spaces close to 
where people live, that meet the needs of people of all ages, abilities and 
backgrounds; 

3. Increase opportunities for people to be active by investing in open spaces, 
outdoor recreation facilities and better connected active travel networks; 
and 

4. Protect and enhance the natural environment, helping to improve climate 
resilience and create a more sustainable environment. 

 
1 See Technical Supplement 3A Open Space and Outdoor Recreation Strategy (Ironside Farrar 2022). 
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6.5 The strategic approach was informed by an audit of open space in the  
 Borough. This included an analysis of the open space provision by quantity 
 and type, by quality and accessibility.  

 

6.6 This evidence will be an important baseline for the consideration of future  
 provision and need for LPP stage. As a result of the analysis carried out  
 through the audit, an action plan was then produced. This action plan details 
 a priority action plan which can be led by Council and partners and secondary 
 projects which will be led by other organisations. 

 

Quantity of Open Space 
6.7 As of the audit in 2021, Ards and North Down area contains 980.38 hectares 
 of open space. Table 2 sets out the amounts of the various types of open  
 space included in the Open Space Audit.  
 
Table 2: Open Space Quantity (Source data ANDBC)  

Open Space Type Sub Type Area (ha) 
Parks and Gardens Country park/ Forest park 383.13 

Town park/ Historic park 130.15 
Seaside park 24.17 
Neighbourhood park 36.93 
Local park 40.93 

Amenity green space Amenity green space 25.84 
Outdoor sports facilities Private playing pitches 38.87 

Public playing pitches 51.76 
School playing pitches 26.10 
Other outdoor sports provision 7.93 
Golf courses 111.22 

Equipped/ designated play 
areas 

Equipped/ designated play areas 4.27 
Other children and teenager play 
provision 

0.75 

Green corridors and 
greenways 

Green corridors and greenways 13.95 

Natural and semi natural 
urban greenspaces 

Community woodland, grasslands 
and woodlands 

83.17 

Allotments Allotments and community gardens 0.61 
Civic spaces Town squares 0.60 
TOTAL OPEN SPACE 980.38 
 



   
 

  18 
 

Open Space Quantity Standards 
6.8 The SPPS states that when preparing LDP’s, Councils should assess the  
 existing provision of open space against the National Playing Fields  
 Association recommended minimum standard of 2.4 hectares of ‘outdoor  
 playing space’ per 1000 population (commonly referred to as the ‘six-acre  
 standard)’.  

6.9 In 2015, the Fields in Trust (FiT2) replaced the ‘six-acre standard’ with more 
 comprehensive metrics for open space typologies. The total amount of the 
 various types of open space included in the FiT standard have been  
 quantified. The audit focussed primarily on Council owned and managed open 
 space included in the open space database. A calculation of the amount of 
 open space per 1,000 people was calculated, with the results set out in the 
 table below. 

Table 3: FiT Recommended Benchmark Guidelines (Source: ANDBC) 

FiT Category FiT standard 
per 1,000 

people (ha) 

AND total (ha) AND per 1,000 
people (ha) 

Parks and gardens 0.8 615.31 3.89 
Amenity green space 0.6 25.84 0.16 
All pitches (excluding 
schools) 

1.2 90.63 0.57 

Other outdoor sports 0.4 7.93 0.05 
Equipped play areas 0.25 4.27 0.03 
Other outdoor provision 
(MUGAs, skateboard parks) 

0.3 0.75 0.004 

Natural and semi natural 
greenspace (including 
green corridors) 

1.8 97.12 0.61 

TOTAL 5.35 Ha 841.85 Ha 5.32 Ha 
 

6.10 When assessed against the FiT standard, the Borough has a marginal deficit 
of 0.03 Ha per 1,000 people against the guidelines.  However, this will be 
offset by privately owned areas of open space such as playing fields in sports 
clubs, within schools and amenity areas. Furthermore, there are areas of 
amenity green space within the Borough that are still to be mapped. Although 
beaches are not included within the definition of open space within PPS8, the 
Borough benefits from the longest coastline within Northern Ireland which also 
provides a wealth of outdoor recreation opportunities. 

 
2 http://www.fieldsintrust.org 



   
 

  19 
 

6.11 The Council has also produced a Play Strategy that assesses need for  
 facilities based upon catchment area and demographics on children and  
 young people. This is a more nuanced approach to provision than the  
 standards outlined above. A similar approach to pitch and other outdoor  
 sports provision is also in place. 

 
 Open Space Quality Standards 
6.12 Quality of open space is an important consideration.  As part of the open  
 space audit, carried out by Ironside Farrar, each open space site was  
 assessed according to the recommendations included in the Greenspace  
 Scotland guidance “Greenspace Quality: A Guide to Assessment, Planning 
 and Strategic Development” (2008). There are 5 themes: Access and  
 Community, Attractiveness / Place Appeal, Biodiversity, Functionality and  
 Community Benefits. There are 7 or 8 indicators under each theme which  
 enabled a consistent assessment of each site.   

6.13 Figure 1 illustrates that of the open spaces included in the quality   
 assessment, the majority of the assessed sites are in good condition, with  
 only 25 in a “poor condition”.  

Figure 1: Quality Assessment of Open Spaces (Source: ANDBC) 

6.14 The resulting quality scores were used to identify the bottom 25 lowest  
 quality scores which were then considered for upgrading in the action  
 plan. 
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Open Space Accessibility Standards 
6.15 As well as considering the quality of the open space, the audit also assessed 
 the accessibility of each site. Accessibility maps were produced to assess  
 each settlement against the accessibility standards.   

6.16 The accessibility standards developed for open space in the Borough  
 recommends that all residential areas have easy access to the typologies set 
 out in Table 4. 

 

Open Space Type Accessibility Standard 
 

Country Park / Forest Park 1.5km walking catchment* (approx. 18 min walk) 
 
Whereas local residents may use the parks for local 
walks and recreation, the parks may also attract 
visitors from further within the Borough and beyond 
 

Town Park / Historic Park 1.5km walking catchment* (approx. 18 min walk) 
 
Serves the larger settlements 
 

Neighbourhood Park / 
Seaside Park 

1000m walking catchment* (approx. 12 min walk) 
 
Serves the community within an urban 
neighbourhood 
 

Local Park 600m walking catchment* (approx. 7.5 min walk) 
 

Table 4: Open Space Accessibility Standards (Source: ANDBC) 

 

Children’s play parks / play areas  
6.17 Table 5 shows the distribution of play parks/ play areas in within the Borough 
 as informed by the Council Play Strategy. 

 

 

 

 



   
 

  21 
 

Table 5: Distribution of play parks and play areas within the Borough  
      (Source: ANDBC) 

District Electoral Area Number of play parks/ play 
areas 

Comber 9 
Newtownards 12 
Holywood and Clandeboye 7 
Bangor Central, Bangor West, Bangor East and 
Donaghadee 

27 

Ards Peninsula 25 
TOTAL 80 

 

Outdoor gyms 
6.18 At present, the Council has 3 outdoor gyms located within Bangor,   
 Donaghadee and Millisle. 

Allotments, community gardens and growing spaces 
6.19 Ards and North Down Borough Council currently own one allotment site  
 located off the Bryansburn Road in Bangor.  

6.20 Within the Borough there are also two sites operated as private enterprises; 
 Ards Allotments located on the Comber Road on the outskirts of   
 Newtownards and Quarries Farm on the outskirts of Bangor. 

6.21 A community garden is a shared project where people from all age groups, 
 abilities and backgrounds come together to grow their own fruit, flowers and 
 vegetables. These differ from allotments in that the group as a whole, rather 
 than as individuals, uses the growing space. 

6.22 There are currently eight self-sustaining community gardens within the  
 Borough which are managed by volunteers and all benefit from Council  
 support. 

6.23 There are also community operated allotments in Kilcooley, Bangor and  
 Movilla Abbey Church, Newtownards. 

Cemeteries and Churchyards 
6.24 The Council owns 12 cemeteries throughout the Borough.  Along with private 
 churchyards, these provide open space and wildlife habitats as part of the  
 green infrastructure network. 
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Civic Spaces 
6.25 There are a number of civic spaces located within the Borough, these include 
 Conway Square Newtownards, Redburn Square Holywood, The Square  
 Comber, and around the McKee Clock in Bangor. These are mostly used for 
 Council events including markets. 

Beaches 
6.26 Beaches are not included within the definition of open space as set out in  
 PPS 8. However, the Borough has the longest coastline within Northern  
 Ireland and its beaches are regularly used by both residents and visitors as a 
 recreational facility. Groomsport Beach is one of the few fully accessible  
 beaches in Northern Ireland, made operational by the Mae Murray   
 foundation.  The beach equipment loan scheme enables mobility across the 
 sand and up to the water’s edge, with beach wheelchairs and walkers as well 
 as temporary beach matting available for use. 

Other Open Space 
6.27 Other open spaces within the Borough include Country Parks, greenways and 
  private open spaces such as those located within the grounds of schools and 
  golf courses. 
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7.0  PREFERRED OPTIONS PAPER 
 

7.1 The Preferred Options Paper (POP), published in March 2019 was the first 
 formal stage in the preparation of the LDP for the Borough.  It was designed 
 to promote debate in relation to a range of strategic planning issues that have 
 been identified in the Borough.  The POP identified 42 key planning issues 
 within the Borough and examined options for addressing these issues.  In  
 each case, a preferred option was highlighted and the rationale for selection 
 of this option was given.   

7.2 The POP also includes a review of the existing operational planning policies, 
 largely contained within the suite of Planning Policy Statements. This review 
 stimulated public debate on whether the existing policies are still suitable or 
 whether a different approach would be more appropriate to meet local  
 circumstances. 

7.3 Following a minor revision to the online version of the POP, the 12-week  
 consultation period was relaunched therefore the total consultation period  
 from the official launch was 19 weeks. 

 
POP Representations 

7.4 The following key issues identified in the POP refer to open space and  
 outdoor recreation: 
 

Key Issue 9: The protection of existing areas of open space 
7.5 Our preferred option was to protect existing open space, re-evaluate existing 
 open space zonings and provide new areas of open space. This option  
 continues to afford protection to existing areas of open space and also  
 provides an opportunity to review the zonings within the extant plans. 
 
7.6 Of those who responded to the relevant question in the POP questionnaire, 
 70.37% agreed with the proposed option, 18.52% disagreed and 11.11%  
 were unsure.  Statutory consultees were supportive of this option.  DfI noted 
 that any exception to the general presumption against the loss of open space 
 should only be appropriate where it is demonstrated that redevelopment  
 would bring substantial community benefit that outweighs the loss of the open 
 space, or where it is demonstrated the loss of open space will have no  
 significant detrimental impact. 
  
  
 
 



   
 

  24 
 

Key Issue 10: Community Greenways 
7.7 Only one option was given for this key issue; identify and facilitate the  
 development of community greenways.  The Borough has both primary and 
 secondary greenways, with further greenways proposed.  These should be 
 protected and enhanced by linkages between them. 
 
7.8 Of those who responded to the relevant question in the POP questionnaire, 
 75% agreed with the proposed option, 18% disagreed and 7% were unsure.   
   

Key Issue 42: Disused transport routes 
7.9 The only option was to identify and safeguard disused former transport routes 
  for future use for transport or recreational, nature conservation or tourism  
 related uses.  The Council is keen to identify and develop a network of green 
 and blue infrastructure which affords opportunities for connectivity, active  
 travel, recreation and tourism with the associated benefits to health and  
 wellbeing and biodiversity through the connections between areas of the  
 natural environment.    This issue links with key issue 10 and the preferred 
 option to Identify and facilitate the development of community greenways. 
 
7.10 Of those who responded to the relevant question in the POP questionnaire, 
 96% agreed with the proposed option and 4% disagreed. 
 
7.11 For further details on the POP consultation, please see the Preferred Options 
 Consultation Report. 

 

Consultee and Councillor Engagement 
7.12 In order to meet the requirements of the Planning (NI) Act 2011 - that the Plan 
  Strategy take account of the RDS, other policy and guidance issued by the 
 Department and other relevant government strategies and plans - Council has 
  engaged key consultees representing relevant central government   
 departments and agencies. 

Department for Infrastructure (DfI) 

7.13 The DfI response to the POP noted that a full audit of open space should be 
 undertaken as part of the plan process.  In relation to loss of open space, they 
  advised Council should ensure that any exception against the loss of open 
 space should only be appropriate where it is demonstrated that   
 redevelopment would bring substantial community benefit that outweighs the 
 loss of the open space, or where it is demonstrated the loss of open space 
 will have no significant detrimental impact.  The existing protocol regarding 
 open space in long established public housing estates between the   
 Department and NIHE should be negotiated between the Council and NIHE. 
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Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) 

7.14 The NIHE response to the POP supports the protection of open space  
 however welcomes the evaluation of existing open space, as they believe that 
  there are circumstances where the selective redevelopment of portions of 
 open space, particularly within large estates, can deliver positive effects in 
 terms of estate restructuring, reductions in anti-social behaviour and meeting 
 high levels of housing need.   

7.15 Representatives from relevant Council departments have also been engaged 
 to ensure that due account has been taken of Council’s Community Plan, as 
 well as other Council strategies and initiatives. Officers from the LDP team 
 have taken part in a series of Community Plan Thematic Group meetings and 
 engagement events.  Furthermore, members of the Community Plan team 
 have also attended LDP workshops and POP sustainability appraisal  
 meetings. 

 

Elected Members 

7.16 The Planning Act requires the Plan Strategy to be adopted by resolution of 
 the Council, following approval by the Department for Infrastructure (DfI).  
 Accordingly, Elected Members have been engaged in the development of the 
 draft Plan Strategy, to ensure that the document is generally aligned with  
 Council’s strategic priorities. This engagement was facilitated through a  
 combination of workshops to facilitate discussion, and presentations. The first 
 workshop introduced the topic and was focussed on identifying issues and 
 building capacity pre-POP. The next workshop held on 16 October 2019  
 focussed on policy development. A further presentation was delivered by  
 Ironside Farrar on the Open Space Strategy findings on 27 September 2022. 

 

7.17 A draft of the Plan Strategy, which included the strategic approach and  
 operational policies for open space, sport and recreation, was presented in 
 confidence and agreed in principle by Elected Members at a full Council  
 meeting in September 2022. A further advanced publication draft of the Plan 
 Strategy was presented and agreed at a special Planning Committee on 20 
 January 2025. 

 

Development Management Team 
7.18 The LDP team has engaged with Development Management (DM) colleagues 
 throughout the preparation of the draft Plan Strategy with an initial meeting 
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 occurring in September 2019 in advance of workshopping policy with Elected 
 Members. The general consensus was that the existing policies for open  
 space, sport and recreation are working well – particularly in respect of the 
 protection of open space.  

7.19 Discussion was held around the acceptability of the thresholds for public open 
space in housing developments, the existing policy was found to be 
appropriate in the context of the Borough. However, experience had shown 
some instances where sites had been artificially divided to circumvent the 
policy requirements and colleagues were keen to prevent this from 
reoccurring. Some discussion was held on the possibility of a separate 
outdoor recreation policy for equestrian uses with stricter policy criteria due to 
an increase in applications in the system and a perception that this opened 
the possibility of gaining a single dwelling opportunity in due course. However, 
this was not taken forward as it was felt that proposals compliant with the 
policy tests would not be harmful in and of themselves. 

 

Sustainability Appraisal 
7.20 The formal Sustainability Appraisal process was undertaken by the LDP team 
 and Shared Environmental Services in March and April 2024.  The councils’ 
 preferred policies and proposals were appraised against reasonable  
 alternatives.  The process proved useful in confirming the approach and  
 further refining policies in relation to sustainability objectives. Specific  
 changes are detailed below. 

 

8.0  DRAFT PLAN STRATEGY APPROACH 
  

8.1 The draft Plan Strategy provides a policy approach for open space, sport and 
 outdoor recreation and, as set out above, has evolved from a consideration of 
  a range of other factors including:   

• the Council’s Community Plan and other relevant strategies;   

• regional strategic policy contained within the RDS and SPPS;   

• the evidence base;   

• consultation through both the formal POP consultation process and 
informal consultation with statutory consultees;   

• consultation with neighbouring councils;   

• engagement with Elected Members;   
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• engagement with internal planning colleagues and cross-Council 
colleagues; and   

• Sustainability Appraisal.   

  

8.2 The fundamental approach of the draft Plan Strategy is to support health and 
 wellbeing - consistent with the regional strategic approach of the RDS and the 
 SPPS - by seeking to protect and enhance existing areas of open space and 
 facilitate high quality new open space, sport and recreational facilities in  
 appropriate locations,  whilst sustaining and enhancing biodiversity and the 
 wider natural environment, and aiding resilience to and mitigation of climate 
 change impacts. 

 

Protection of Open Space 

8.3 Discussions with DM colleagues and Elected Members confirmed that the  
 current policy approach is working well and evidence did not support a move 
 away from that of extant policy. Clarification on exceptions under which the 
 loss of open space may be granted is provided in the justification and  
 amplification in line with the preliminary policy review of the POP. 

 

Public Open Space in New Residential Development 

8.4 Discussions with DM colleagues again found that the PPS 8 policy was  
 working well in relation to the thresholds for the provision of public open  
 space, therefore these have been retained without change. An additional  
 caveat has been introduced to resist the artificial subdivision of sites to  
 circumvent the policy requirements to provide public open space. 

8.5 The Council has removed a criterion allowing a lesser provision of public open 
  space where the residential development provides accommodation for  
 special groups, such as the elderly or people with disabilities. These special 
 groups are considered more likely to have limited mobility and reduced ability 
 to access alternative forms of provision, therefore would benefit more from 
 having easily accessible public open space. 

 

8.6 Quality criteria as recommended in the Council’s Open Space Strategy3 are 
 referenced in the policy and appended to the draft Plan Strategy. It is also  
 required that any new public open space create and provide linkages to green 

 
3 See Technical Supplement 3A Open Space and Outdoor Recreation Strategy (Ironside Farrar 2022). 
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 and blue infrastructure including existing and planned open space, 
 greenways and community greenways.  

8.7 In line with the preliminary policy review and engagement with Council  
 colleagues, it was highlighted that the policy approach must support  
 alignment with existing Council play provision. Additional wording was drafted 
 to ensure applicants contribute towards the expansion, enhancement and  
 maintenance of existing Council play facilities where these are relied upon to 
 satisfy the policy requirements. Early engagement with the Council’s Parks 
 and Cemeteries team is recommended to discuss potential adoption and to 
 ensure that any proposed play provision meets Council standards in line with 
 its Play Strategy. 

8.8 The sustainability appraisal process prompted further amendments to this  
 policy to include criteria on biodiversity and the incorporation of sustainable 
 drainage solutions. 

 

New Open Space in Settlements 

8.9 The Council has drafted a policy to assess all new open space proposals of 
 all typologies. The Local Policies Plan (LPP) will identify proposed areas of 
 open space informed by the audit, which was undertaken in 2021, and future 
 identified need from the Council’s Parks and Cemeteries Service.   

8.10 The criteria are drafted to secure well designed and biodiverse proposals that 
 meet the needs of all users, are well connected to existing and proposed  
 open space and accessible to all. 

 

Greenways, Blueways and Community Greenways 

8.11 Draft BMAP 2015 contained a policy relating to community greenways  
 resisting proposals that would prejudice the retention, enhancement or further 
 development of an identified route. It also required that proposals should  
 incorporate open space linkages to designated community greenways where 
 appropriate. The Council’s approach is to retain and expand this policy to  
 incorporate existing and planned greenways and blueways alongside  
 community greenways.  

 

8.12 The Council is advancing its proposals for greenways and the policy will  
 complement these efforts, ensuring the benefits of green and blue   
 infrastructure in the Borough are realised. 
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8.13 Details of designated greenways, blueways and community greenways will be 
 set out in the LPP.  

 

Outdoor Recreation in the Countryside 

8.14 Elected Members and DM colleagues considered the original PPS 8 policy to 
 generally be working well. There was some discussion around whether  
 equestrian uses should be subject to a separate policy with stricter criteria  
 due to the number of applications in the system, ultimately this was not  
 considered necessary. 

8.15 The criteria for this policy have been streamlined as many are covered in  
 other policy topic areas such as natural environment, historic environment, 
 active and sustainable travel, transportation, the coast, countryside policies 
 alongside general principles. These have been cross-referenced in the final 
 paragraph due to the concerns of some consultees raised in the informal  
 engagement on policy drafting. 

 

Intensive Sports Facilities 

8.16 Elected Members and DM colleagues considered the original PPS 8 policy to 
 generally be working well and wished to highlight the importance of an  
 accessible location with good connectivity to public transport. 

8.17 Similar to the last policy, the criteria have been streamlined as many are  
 covered in other policy topic areas. The policy cross-references policies  
 concerned with general principles, and the natural and historic environments. 

 

Noise Generating Sports and Outdoor Recreational Activities 

8.18 Elected Members and DM colleagues considered the original PPS 8 policy to 
 generally be working well albeit they were keen to highlight the importance of 
 conditions relating to acceptable noise levels and times of operation to  
 safeguard amenity of neighbours and compatibility with nearby uses. The  
 ‘justification and amplification’ therefore references the requirement for a  
 noise report to accompany an application, as well as the potential use of  
 conditions. 
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8.19 There is also additional text relating to environmentally sensitive locations  
 including Strangford and Lecale AONB and DAERA ‘quiet areas4’. The  
 sustainability appraisal recommended a further change to include Nendrum 
 Area of Significant Archaeological interest. 

 

Development of Facilities ancillary to Water Sports 

8.20 DM colleagues considered the original PPS 8 policy to generally be working 
 well. Elected Members considered the policy wording should be amended to 
 include ‘inland loughs’ - this has been included in the final draft.  

8.21 The policy criteria have been streamlined as many are covered in other policy 
  topic areas – such as those for the coast, and for natural, marine and historic 
 environments. The policy cross-references these alongside the general  
 principles policy. 

 

Floodlighting of Sports and Outdoor Recreation Facilities 

8.22 Elected Members and DM colleagues considered the original PPS 8 policy to 
 generally be working well. The criteria have been expanded from the original 
 to include that there is no adverse impact on biodiversity, natural, marine or 
 historic environment interests. 

 

  

 
4 Stricklands Glen is a designated ‘Quiet Area’ with more locations in the Borough under consideration for 
designation by DAERA. 
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9.0  SOUNDNESS 
 

9.1 The LDP has been prepared to meet the tests of soundness as set out in the 
 DfI Development Plan Practice Note 6: Soundness (Version 2, May 2017).  
 The draft Plan Strategy insofar as it relates to open space, sport and outdoor 
 recreation subject policies and other relevant policies in the document are  
 regarded as sound, as it is considered to have met the various tests of  
 soundness as summarised in Table 6. 

 

Table 6: Consideration of Soundness   

Procedural Tests   
   
   
P2   

   
The open space, sport and outdoor recreation policies have evolved from 
the POP, POP consultation Report and Consultee, Development 
Management and Councillor Engagement as described in earlier sections 
of this document.   

   
P3   

   
The open space, sport and outdoor recreation policies have been subject 
to Sustainability Appraisal. Further details are included in the 
Sustainability Appraisal Report.   

Consistency Tests   
   
   
C1   

   
The open space, sport and outdoor recreation policies have taken account 
of the RDS in particular RG 11. 

   
C2   

   
The open space, sport and outdoor recreation policies have taken account 
of our Community Plan, particularly outcomes 2, 3 and 5 as set out in this 
document.   

   
C3   

   
The open space, sport and outdoor recreation policies have has taken 
account of existing planning policies as contained within the SPPS, in 
particular paragraphs 6.199 to 6.213. 

   
C4   

   
The open space, sport and outdoor recreation policies have taken account 
of the existing development plans within Ards and North Down, ongoing 
Council initiatives and the neighbouring council context.   
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Coherence and Effectiveness Tests   
   
   
CE1   

   
The open space, sport and outdoor recreation policies have taken account 
of the emerging LDP’s of our three neighbouring councils, and are not 
considered to be in conflict with them.   

   
CE2   

   
The open space, sport and outdoor recreation policies are founded on a 
robust evidence base which includes the baseline information assembled 
in the Open Space and Outdoor Recreation Position Paper, the POP and 
responses to it and subsequent consultation with consultees, including DfI. 

   
CE3   

  
The monitoring framework within the draft Plan Strategy sets out how the 
loss of existing open space and the provision of public open space within 
new housing developments will be monitored. It also seeks to monitor new 
open space creating and providing linkages to green and blue 
infrastructure. 

   
CE4   

   
Open space, sport and outdoor recreation policies will be reviewed at Plan 
Review stage. Existing zonings will be reviewed and the need for new 
zonings considered further at Local Policies Plan stage. 
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