
DOGS AND DOG WALKING IN CLISSOLD PARK:  FEEDBACK FROM USERS 2011 AND SUGGESTED ACTIONS

1. WHY HAVE WE BEEN ASKING PEOPLE FOR THEIR VIEWS?

The Clissold Park User Group is an informal group of local people who use Clissold Park.  We try to listen to and reflect the views of all park users to each other and to Hackney Council.  Our aim is to make the park a space in which everyone is welcome, a public space that we all share, and to ensure that the views of users are taken into account.

Many people walk their dogs in the park and it appears that the number of dogs in the park is on the increase.  Over the years the user group has heard concerns from dog walkers about the behaviour of other park users towards them and their dogs.  We have also heard concerns from park users who have had unpleasant or frightening experiences with dogs and their owners.  Some of these complaints have come from other dog walkers.  We have also had suggestions and proposals from dog walkers about various steps that could be taken by the Council to improve provision for dogs in the park.  

The main reason why we wanted to have this conversation at this time was because we are reaching the end of the redevelopment of the park with various new facilities and arrangements coming into place and it seemed like a good time to review current arrangements and ensure that dog walkers and others have an opportunity to put forward suggestions for additions or changes to the current arrangements.

During the summer of 2011 we decided to find out whether there is anything that we or the Council could do to improve the experience of dog walkers and other park users in relation to dogs.  We drafted a short consultation paper (Annex1), circulated it to dog walkers and put it on our website for general feedback.  We received 11 written responses.  Eight respondents supported the general principles behind the paper and three did not, one asking for all dogs to be on leads in the park and for free roaming to be limited to one small area, one objecting in principle to dog walkers being specifically asked to behave in particular ways and one objecting to any suggestion of extending the number of areas on which dogs are asked to be on leads.

The issues were also discussed at our meeting on 10 September 2011.  Various CPUG officers also had informal conversations about the ideas with dog walkers and other park users both before and after the meeting

The purpose of this paper is to summarise the feedback we have received, pull together some of the practical suggestions and offers that people have made, clarify certain issues and confirm various actions which the user group will take.

2. THE CURRENT POSITION IN THE PARK AND THE KEY ISSUES

At present dogs are allowed to roam freely across the park and dog walkers are not asked to put dogs on leads in any part of the park.  There are several existing “dog free” gated/fenced areas: 

· the dog free area in the centre of the park next to the large area of hard standing

· the children’s playground and the skatepark

· the One O’clock Club

· the tennis courts

· the paddling pool

· the old bowling green and pavilion area

· the ponds

· the pleasure ground/rose garden which will be part of the new ground floor cafe

As a proportion of the park these make up about 25% of the park land leaving 75% as an area where dogs can roam unrestricted.  There are no plans to change these arrangements.
When the house reopens, the cafe will serve from both the middle floor (where the cafe was previously and still to be open through the door at the front of the house) and from the ground floor which will serve the pleasure garden. This will be a gated, dog free area as it was before.  People who want to use the cafe and have dogs with them will either have to use the middle floor cafe and the terrace area, tie dogs up outside the dog free area or use the new kiosk half-way up the Green Lanes side of the park.
The key issues on which we wanted views were:

· should people be asked to put dogs on leads around gates where they often congregate in large numbers?

· What, if anything, can be done about the small number of aggressive dogs (and sometimes aggressive owners) in the park?

· Should people be asked to put their dogs on leads in the ungated cafe terrace area above the new “slope” overlooking the New River?

· How can we address concerns about dogs entering the now unfenced water of the New River – is there an impact on the wildlife and planting – does this open water present problems for dog walkers and if so how can these be addressed?

· Are there any new issues created by the redevelopment that affect dogs and dog walkers or people who wish to be in spaces designated as dog free?

· Is there anything the user group can do to help to reduce any conflict between dog walkers and other park users?
3. PROPOSAL TO DEVELOP A “CODE OF CONSIDERATE BEHAVIOUR” FOR DOG WALKERS AND THEIR DOGS AND FOR OTHER PARK USERS WHO FIND THEMSELVES AROUND DOGS?

Our original plan was to produce a code of behaviour around dogs.  This was intended to focus as much on the rights of dog walkers as on their responsibilities but many dog walkers did not see it this way.  Most of the written respondents supported this idea but feedback at our meeting suggested that whilst those present supported most of the principles put forward in the consultation, a code of practice specifically around dogs was too heavy-handed and would not have any influence on the most anti-social behaviour.  They felt it was wrong to focus only on dogs when there were many other groups of users whose behaviour sometimes caused problems such as cyclists, joggers etc.  Although our intention was that this “code” would simply be an informal statement of what was generally taken to be considerate behaviour and not a set of rules, some people were concerned that it would be meaningless unless enforced.

The user group will therefore draft a general notice which will be placed in the two notice new noticeboards in the park when they go up and on the website.  This will be produced and owned by the User Group (not the Council) and will be developed in consultation with users and revised annually.  The overall message will be that this is our park and we all need to be considerate towards each other: something like “Please look after our park and each other”.  It may cover such issues as cycling, ball games, noise, general issues of safety and consideration for others and respect for the environment but will do so in quite general terms.  We do not expect this to stop all anti-social behaviour but the intention is to send out a positive and welcoming message to people and to encourage considerate sharing of the park.  
4. CONCERNS ABOUT RUMOURED COUNCIL PLANS TO PUT ALL DOGS ON LEADS IN THE PARK

Some people who came to the meeting said that they had heard that the Council or the user group had plans to insist on dogs being on leads in the park as a whole.  As far as the user group is aware, there is no truth in this.  Nor is there any truth in the rumour that people will be fined £50 if they do not put their dog on a lead in the park. It is possible that this misunderstanding may have arisen as a result of the Hackney-wide consultation which took place this summer on dog controls in the borough which contained a proposal that dogs on pavements should be kept on leads but this will NOT apply to parks.  The Hackney consultation closed on 14 August and we are still awaiting the outcome although we do not expect it to have any direct impact on the park.

5. SELF-POLICING AND THE ROLE OF THE RANGERS

As described above, some people questioned the value of a code of practice unless it could be enforced in some way.   As with other issues in the park, the general view of users we have spoken to is that the most effective approach is for people to be “self-policing”.  We all need to take responsibility for each other and ourselves. We should feel able to let people know if something they are doing bothers us and we all need to respond in a sensible and considerate way if someone tells us that something we are doing bothers them.  Where there is serious anti-social behaviour we should all report this to rangers and, if necessary, the police.  It is therefore vital that rangers are visible and responsive and that complaints and concerns are logged and acted upon at the time and used to inform future management of the park.  The user group will consider whether it would be appropriate for us to receive a regular report on incidents in the park and the responses made.  This would help us to have a better sense of what is really happening.  We will be discussing the ranger service and general security in the park at our next meeting and the community police and Council will be invited to attend.

6. SHOULD DOGS BE ON LEADS ON THE TERRACE CAFE?

9 out of 11 respondents to the consultation agreed that it was reasonable to ask people to put dogs on leads outside the cafe.  In subsequent conversations with CPUG officers in the park, dog walkers universally supported this principle.  At the meeting however the view was expressed that there should not be any notices requiring people to keep dogs on leads on the cafe terrace although there should be an expectation that people would keep their dogs under control and away from other people who are sitting at the tables,  It was argued that you cannot require people to keep dogs on leads in an unfenced area because dogs will come in from other parts of the park.  Other park users disagreed and thought that it was reasonable to ask for this in a place where people are eating.   We will continue to discuss this issue with the Council and with the new cafe management.  The issues of self policing and ranger presence will be very relevant here too and it will also depend on the policies that the new cafe adopts.
7. THE NEW PLEASURE GARDEN DOG FREE AREA

Some dog owners asked whether it would be possible to have a “dogs may come in but only on a lead” policy in the new “pleasure garden” part of the cafe (previously the rose garden).  This space has been “dog free” for many years and throughout the consultation and bidding process with the HLF it has been designated as a “dog free area”.  It seems unlikely that this will be changed for the time being.
8. A NEW DEDICATED AREA FOR DOGS ONLY?
At the meeting there was a request for a dedicated dog exercise zone (in addition to the dog free zones).  One written response suggested that dogs should be kept on leads throughout the park and that one small space should be designated for dogs to run freely in.

9. USER GROUP TRAINING FOR DOGS/DOG WALKERS

It was also suggested that there should be opportunities for dog/owner training events.   This might include puppy training and/or working with children to encourage them to feel comfortable with dogs. Mark Forsyth will pursue this and report back to the user group

10. DEVELOPING A BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF HOW THE PARK IS USED

A further issue that was raised was the need to carry out some sort of census in the park to establish how many people use it and at what times of the day and year and the sorts of activities they are undertaking.  This could include counting dogs, cyclists, joggers etc.  This was done several years ago as part of the evidence gathering for the project but it would be sensible to do it again once the park is back in full use.  The user group will discuss this further with the Council.
11. LEARNING FROM COMPLAINTS AND INCIDENTS

The user group would like to have a stronger sense of issues that are of concern to park users and how the Council/rangers respond to complaints and issues raised in the park whether these take the form of formal complaints or less formal conversations.   We will encourage park users to let the rangers know when things go wrong in the park and we will encourage the Council to collate this information and feed it back to the group.  This relates to all incidents in the park not just those involving dogs.  The user group will follow this up with the Council.

When the user group receives complaints or hears of issues which relate to dogs in the park these will be copied to Mark Forsyth who will share these with other dogs users and will also be passed onto the rangers/Council. Mark will be asked to contribute to the user group response.  

12. SOME PRACTICAL ISSUES
Some practical issues were raised.  These included:

· Ensuring all dog free areas are properly fenced and gated and that gates are kept shut by means of self-closing mechanisms (concerns about holes in the hedging of the pleasure garden)
· providing somewhere for people to tie up their dogs outside the toilets (ideally near the drinking fountain)
· ensuring the drinking fountain near the toilets is kept clean and drains properly
· providing free dog mess bags perhaps at some of the gates or elsewhere possibly sponsored by a local company
· asking people to put dogs on leads as they leave the park
· putting up a dedicated notice-board for dog walkers (or possibly a dedicated part of the CPUG noticeboard to avoid an accumulation of extra clutter in the park)
· running a dog show in the park
· creating a designated picnic area to encourage people to eat in one part of the park so that there are fewer places where dogs can run off and interfere with people’s food.
· Making sure bins are emptied and not allowed to overflow and discouraging people from leaving bread for the birds as food waste creates problems for dogs and their owners.
· Making it clear that dogs ARE allowed to run freely in the park except in dog free areas (perhaps through signage) but encouraging people to keep their dogs under their control at all times
· Asking cyclists, runners, skaters and dog walkers to “give way” to other park users
The user group will follow up these issues
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