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2nd November, 2016.

RE: Universally designed playgrounds

Dear Declan,
My apologies for being, as ever, slower in providing the enclosed than I had hoped to be.
Subsequent to my motion to full Council on 25th September, I have both met with and spoken to several
playground providers in relation to universal design, the range of equipment provided, the costs involved
and feedback on that which delivers best play value for the investment.
The products overleaf are a selection from one Irish and one UK-based company. Kompan, with whom
you are probably familiar, are in the Irish market for a long time now and are recently developing their
universally accessible range. They agree wholeheartedly that whilst the more traditional equipment is
marketed as being wheelchair-friendly, it most certainly is not and current labelling is unfortunately
misleading. Kompan has recently completed installation of a universally accessible playground in Mungret,
Co. Limerick for a cost approximately similar to playgrounds conventionally installed in the past.
Although there are several equipment providers in the British market, I found Inclusive Play Products to
be tremendously helpful in every respect. They clearly have huge experience in this field, a massive range
of equipment and are in the ongoing process of developing a trail of universally designed playgrounds
across the UK. It is they who were able to provide the greatest feedback on value for investment and
how best to approach the introduction of the universally designed concept across all County Cork
playgrounds. Inclusive Play works through the Crawford Group and would be happy to travel to help or
give advice.
Their clear recommendation was to start with a small investment in each playground. Something like the
Infinity Bowl (shown in the attached) delivers tremendous value for money. It is easy to install and
particularly uncomplicated for the less able child. Transfer from a wheelchair is easy and because it is selfspinning, it involves relatively little physical input from the carer. The experience of spinning is one
frequently denied to the less physically able child, so the play reward is also high.
Sensory and interactive panels are also a cheap and easy retrofit with the added advantage of not being
space-hungry. Inclusive Play obviously provides a wheelchair roundabout (I didn’t include it in the

attached because their product is similar to that from Kompan) and they recommend that roundabouts
installed in all playgrounds would be of this kind. The play value for the able-bodied child is similar on
both the conventional roundabout (raised from the ground) and the wheelchair roundabout (flush with
the ground), whereas the less able-bodied child can benefit from the wheelchair roundabout with only a
minor increase in installation cost.
These lower cost products are low-hanging fruit. None of the play companies recommend wheelchair
swings. They are expensive, not of universal design and not suitable for a municipal playground. They
would be appropriate in a special school where their use can be monitored. Critical in choosing universally
designed products is to consider those which can be sat into with the minimum of lifting from the carer.
Inclusive Play was slow to recommend the embankment slide, for example, for this reason. Although it
delivers a great play experience and looks very impressive in a spacious playground, carer demands are
very high. In contrast, for example, the sit-up swing is at easy transfer height.
Another thing to watch when choosing equipment is the back support the various products give. So
again, the embankment slide is limited to children who have their own body support, whereas the sit-up
swing and basket swing are accessible for most less able-bodied children. The infinity bowl would be
similar: it can be used by children who have only partial body support.
Inclusive Play recommends the bounce of the wheelchair trampoline as being an experience less ablebodied children rarely get to enjoy. It is also manageable for the carer. They have installed many of these
and find them highly successful and preferable both in user experience and price to the suspension bridge.
By contrast, Kompan speaks more highly of the suspension bridge. They think it gives both the bouncy
experience and the up-high feeling in a safer way than the wheelchair trampoline.
Inclusive Play advises that the surfacing is generally the most expensive part of a universally designed
playground. We, of course, don’t have that issue to contend with because unlike the UK where grass and
woodchip are commonplace, we in County Cork tend to provide hard surface playgrounds. There will be
costs involved with making good the playground surface after retrofitting. Neither these nor the cost of
installation is included in the prices attached.
The prices from Inclusive Play are in sterling (for authenticity) and exclusive of VAT and delivery. Inclusive
Play’s advice is that the universal design concept can be introduced most cost effectively by choosing a
number of playgrounds to retrofit, identifying one piece of appropriate equipment to go in each and then
ordering them together. They can then use economies of scale to give a better quote on purchase and to
avail of shipping discounts. Clearly installation costs would also be lower if retrofitting were grouped
rather than tackled individually.
I hope this helps. When one becomes aware of this issue and meets the children I had the pleasure of
meeting in St. Paul’s Special Needs School, it is extraordinary how critically one begins to examine
playgrounds for accessibility. The reality is, the options available to less able-bodied children for equal
play opportunity are few and far between. It would be tremendously laudable were Cork County Council
to devote a specific budget to retrofitting a defined number of playgrounds every year for the coming few
years in a deliberate and planned programme of making all at least some elements of each playground
accessible to all children.
If you think I can help further or work on this in any way to advance it, I really would be delighted to do so.
In the meantime, thank you for your willingness to engage with this.

All the best,

_______________________________________
Marcia D’Alton
Independent Member, Cork County Council

Universally designed playgrounds
An accessible and inclusive playground means it is as easy as possible for everyone to play,
regardless of their abilities or disabilities.
In Universal Designed playgrounds you are not creating a playground for children with
disabilities, but one where all the equipment works for everyone.
“Whereas accessible design simply provides a token response to the needs of people with
disabilities, universal design integrates the accommodation of disability with the basic concept
of the design.” E. Steinfeld (1994)

The 7 principles of Universal Design:
1.

Equitable Use – The design is useful and marketable to people with diverse abilities. E.g.
Do all children use the same route to get to the equipment?

2. Flexibility in Use – The design accommodates a wide range of individual preferences
and abilities.
3. Simple and Intuitive Use – Use of the design is easy to understand. Can kids of all ages
figure out how to use it?
4. Perceptible Information – People learn in various modes. Some people are visual
learners, some auditory, some experiential. A playground is a creative environment
where multiple modes can thrive.
5. Tolerance for Error – The design minimizes hazards and the adverse consequences of
accidental or unintended actions.
6. Low Physical Effort – The design can be used effectively and comfortably with a
minimum of fatigue. E.g. Is the accessible route through the playground and to the
accessible play components designed with a surface that is level and easy to
manoeuver?
7. Size and Space for Approach and Use – Is there enough space to approach and use the
various play components? Does the design accommodate the wide variety of user body
shapes, sizes and abilities?

Common mistakes
•

Nowhere to go – ramps leading nowhere

•

No way in – all raised edges, no access

•

No way back – no possibility to get off

•

Nothing to do – accessible but dull

•

Nowhere near – designs which segregate

•

No sweat – does not provide risk or challenge

•

No, I’m not a wheelchair user – designs which assume all disabled children are in
wheelchairs

Kompan products

Wheelchair roundabout
Cost: €5,500

Multispinner carousel
Cost: €4,470

Music Play Panel
Cost: €990

Mungret, Co. Limerick – just installed by Kompan. Claims to be universally designed.

Suspension bridge
Cost: Approx €20k
Does instead of a
wheelchair
trampoline because
it is bouncy. Hugely
popular.

Autism panel

Inclusive Play Products, info@inclusiveplay.com (based in Edinburgh; work in Ireland
through Crawford Play, NI)
(This company is establishing a network of universally designed playgrounds across the UK.)
Revolve (IP01)
Spins and rocks.
Used for gentle or dynamic
play.
Wide rim with a non-slip
surface to ease transfer.
Deep bowl to make child
feel safe.
Cost: Stg£4,595

Fusion (IP09)
All the characteristics and
attributes of the Revolve
but smaller and more
compact.
Cost: Stg £3,595

Infinity Bowl (IP20)
Very simple and massively popular. Bowl at 14o angle to makes it easier to get in and
keeps the bowl spinning without being pushed. Clipped edges for easy transfer. Takes 1
– 2 children.
Cost: Stg£1,195

Sit-Up Swing (IP23)
More inclusive than nest swing; can sit side by side ordinary swings. Also transfer easier
because it is set at wheelchair transfer height.
Provides back support – often essential. Also cocoon environment so children feel safe.
Wide enough to take carer or second child.
Cost: Stg£3,495 (includes frame)
That this can be got in sit-up swing/basket swing combination in a single frame for
Stg£4,750.

Rainbow Chimes (IP410)
Takes very little space.
Great for all children but especially useful
for those with sensory processing disorder.
Cost: Stg£975

Ball maze wall panel (IP19)
Takes very little space.
Can be fitted against a fence,
wall, etc.
At wheelchair height, can be
used by everybody.
Handles so easier to turn for
those with less dexterity.
Cost: Stg£775

AbilityTrampoline – Wheelchair Trampoline
Flush fitted.
Can be used by everyone.
Bevelled edges allow wheelchairs easy access.
Cost: Stg£7,000 installed.

Embankment Slide
Easy to access because no steps.
Transfer ramp makes getting on
to the slide easy.
Can be designed wide enough to
take two children or a child and
carer.
Cost depends on the height of
the embankment. Space
hungry, because need both an
up ramp and a down ramp for
access. Difficult to retrofit this
one.

