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1. Purpose of the report
1.1. To recommend the development of a Playing Pitch and Formal Sports Strategy for the 

borough

2. Recommendations
2.1. Members are asked to note and consider the report. 

3. Background
3.1. Sport England believes that to ensure there is a good supply of high quality playing 

pitches and playing fields to meet the sporting needs of local communities, all local 
authorities should have an up to date Playing Pitch Strategy.  Their guidance released 
in 2013 replaces their previous recommended strategy ‘Towards a Level Playing 
Field’ in 2003.  The fundamental difference between the two processes is that any 
review should include educational facilities and establish their community use and 
contribution to the sporting offer in the area.

3.2. The recommended approach to developing a Playing Pitch Strategy is to work jointly 
with the sport’s National Governing Bodies and with Sport England, as such whether 
a council has begun a strategy or has one in place is monitored.  As funding 
providers, the process and completion of the strategy is an early criterion to accept or 
dismiss any funding request.   If funding is to be sought then the Playing Pitch 
Strategy is necessary.  

3.3. Aside from this there are a number of very sound reasons why any council should 
review its assets and their use, need and capacity to meet community demand.  Such 
a review will save missed opportunities for investment, improvement and greater 
impact and importantly ensure limited resources are not spent unwisely or 
misappropriated



3.4. The primary objectives of the strategy will be to

 Help manage assets
 Help prioritise resources
 Help manage expectations
 Help attract funding
 Help clubs / partners attract funding
 Increase participation in outdoor sports
 Promote healthy living

3.5. The Scope of the Strategy will include:
3.5.1. The assessment of:

 All Outdoor Sports Facilities across Rochdale Borough
 Private, Link4Life and Educational facilities as well as publically owned 

sites
 Facilities no longer in use to determine future plans based on community 

need
Where possible we will seek to identify sites beyond the borough leased by borough teams 

3.5.2. Consultation with
 A formally appointed Steering Group representing the whole/ cross  

council/ borough interests
 All providers
 Users/ Lease or letting representatives/ Clubs /Leagues etc.
 Sport England
 National Governing Bodies representing the sports played on outdoor 

facilities

3.6. The methodology for implementing and prioritising the broad range and depth of the 
scope of the strategy will need to:

 Be realistic - reflect current resources, staffing capacity and budgets 
 Be a cross departmental and cross council responsibility including Link4Life 

and other partners
 Be a borough wide community approach (sports users travel to facilities)
 Align with the Health and Well Being Strategy
 Manage expectations
 Reflect current capital investment opportunities, maximise match funding and 

minimise risk
 Consider solutions to facilities of financial burden and reductions in running 

costs 
 Be mindful of likelihood of implementation rather than a strategic document 

without delivery
 Planned against the recommended and ‘lessons learnt’ timescale of 9 to 12 

months
 Align with game seasons and weather implications
 Be phased to prioritise more ‘pressing’ issues and communities in greater need
 Include sports in decline and sports at greater risk of decline
 Be robust to stand up to Sport England’s and the Sports Governing Bodies’ 

scrutiny
 Be a living document and not prevent daily decision making for the duration of 

the Strategy



3.7. Between now and December 2015 it will not be possible to assess all sports and all 
facilities.  Priorities need to be set for either the most popular/ largest and significant 
sites first or those with greatest risk factors (e.g. buildings with urgent repairs) or 
those with greatest opportunity for example funding /S106 allocations

3.8. Sport England Guidance dictates that all public and educational land must be 
considered as a basic requirement.  The most popular sports played in Rochdale, 
identified in a 2013 study are 

 Football (all ages including mini soccer)
 Rugby
 Cricket 
 Rounders
 Archery

3.9. It is recommended that the first phase (up to December 2015) of the Strategy focuses 
on these sports only, covers all sites and facilities in the borough but prioritises the 
largest and most well used sites such as Bowlee, Firgrove, Littleborough and 
Heywood

3.10. A second, later phase (after December 2015) could then look at:
 Hockey and Lacrosse*
 Athletics
 Bowling
 Golf
 Water Sports (Hollingworth Lake) and Fishing
 Cycling

3.11.If these sports were played on facilities being assessed under the first phase that site 
assessment would include these; the assumption is that they are played on separate 
facilities not playing fields.

3.12 Cabinet considered this report on 3 August 2015 and approved the following; 

(1) The need for a Playing Pitch and Formal Sports Strategy for
the Borough and the anticipated outcomes of such a strategy be approved;
(2) The initial timescale and phased production of the Strategy, as
presented within the submitted report, be approved;
(3) The Playing Pitch and Formal Sports Strategy be presented for
approval in December 2015;
(3) Councillor Neil Emmott be appointed Cabinet representative to the
Project Steering Group;
(4) Development of the further phases for the Strategy be approved.

Alternatives considered
1.1. Do Nothing – the council could decide not to produce a strategy.  There is no 

statutory requirement to produce one but the lack of a strategy means that the 
council is not eligible for certain funding, for example the football association rejected 
an application for funding for a kick pitch at Robinsons Common and has stated that 
it is unlikely to fund a major project proposed for Bowlee.

1.2. Include all sports and all facilities – this is not realistic in the timescale but could be 
achieved with a phased approach



2. Financial Implications
2.1. There is no  revenue budget available within Economy & Environment Service for this 

piece of work.  Some funding may be available through the S106 contributions admin 
budget, however further work would be required to identify this.  Approximately 
£15,000 is needed to complete the work on the first phase of the strategy.  Further 
funding will be required for the other stages; it is not possible to quantify further costs 
at this stage.

2.2. Without a strategy the council could lose out on S106 contributions.  It is estimated 
that up to £1m of contributions could be at risk in Middleton alone

2.3. Without a strategy it is difficult for the council to attract grant funding from Sport 
governing bodies.  The Football association has already rejected an application at 
Robinsons Common.

3. Legal Implications

3.1. There are no legal implications in respect of producing a Playing Pitch and Formal 
Sports Strategy. However, when considering our strategy in respect of future land 
disposal to Sports Clubs we must be mindful of the requirements of the National 
Governing Bodies and Sport England’s funding criteria and the legal implications that 
arise as a result of their requirements. 

3.2. When negotiating any land disposal consideration should be given to the following:

3.2.1. In order for Clubs to apply for funding to the National Governing Bodies and 
Sport England they must either own the freehold interest or hold a sufficient 
leasehold interest in the land. 

3.2.2. Shared occupation is not acceptable; applicants for funding must have the 
ability to exclude all others from the land. A Lease will achieve this but a licence 
will not. The ability to exclude all others must remain for the duration of the 
Term of the Lease. As such, Break Clauses that allow a lease to be terminated 
before the end of the Term will fall foul of the Grant Criteria and must not be 
included in any Lease granted by the Council to Sports Clubs.

3.2.3. The minimum Term of a Lease is dependent on the size of the grant being 
sought.

3.2.4. The purchase of a Lease at a premium in lieu of annual rent (or to reduce the 
rent) is not acceptable as it is regarded by the Governing Bodies as equivalent 
to a revenue subsidy.

4. Personnel Implications
4.1. There are no direct personnel implications arising from this report

5. Corporate Priorities
5.1. The production of a Playing Pitch Strategy links with the Place theme from the 

community strategy.  It also accords with the requirements of the Council’s asset 
strategy, core strategy and local development framework

6. Risk Assessment Implications 
6.1. Contributions from developers are at risk without a clear strategy

7. Equalities Impacts
7.1. Workforce Equality Impacts Assessment

7.1.1. There are no workforce equality issues arising from this report.



7.2. Equality/Community Impact Assessments

7.2.1. Equality and community issues will form part of the analysis around the supply 
and demand for sports and leisure facilities within the borough and will be an 
integral part of the strategy.
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