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Introduction

The New Addington Leisure Centre project holds significant importance as a transformative endeavour within Croydon's Central Parade (Croydon C., 2017). The Croydon Council's ambitious plan aims to revitalise the western side of Central Parade, creating a location that not only supports community well-being but also symbolises the ideal of an inclusive and vibrant locale (Bartlett, R., 2017). The essence of community interaction is at the heart of this development, a vital feature that has inspired the project's design and received widespread support from residents and stakeholders. Croydon Council strongly sought the thoughts and desires of the local population through a series of public consultations, workshops, and community forums. The council effectively involved important stakeholders, including community groups, schools, and other relevant parties, by adopting a collaborative approach, guaranteeing that the leisure centre would truly respond to the different requirements of New Addington's citizens. The end result of this participatory process is a facility outfitted with cutting-edge sports amenities and community areas that reflect the community's unified vision. This report delves deeper into the community engagement process that guided the New Addington Leisure Centre project, emphasising the tactics employed to engage the community at each stage. Furthermore, it emphasises the significant impact of community feedback on the project and how this engagement has translated into enhanced pride and ownership among residents. This paper focuses light on the crucial role that community participation plays in developing effective and meaningful urban development initiatives through an examination of the various stakeholders involved and their contributions.

The New Addington Leisure Centre  

The New Addington Leisure Centre is a contemporary and inventive design that serves as a hub for community participation and social interaction. The facility was precisely built to accommodate a wide range of interests while also promoting health and well-being among its users. The leisure centre has cutting-edge sports and fitness facilities that were carefully selected based on community feedback received throughout the development phase (Negrini J. 2016). A 25-meter, six-lane main swimming pool is one of the centre’s prominent attractions, providing plenty of space for swimming lovers to enjoy their favourite activity. A dedicated lesson pool with spectator seating also caters to learners of all ages, creating a welcome setting for families and individuals looking to develop their swimming abilities. Furthermore, the leisure centre has two large halls with a combined capacity of roughly 300 people that community members can use for various events and meetings. These adaptable areas were chosen to meet the community's need for a venue that encourages social interactions and community events. Throughout the design phase, the emphasis was on boosting community health and well-being. The council took into account suggestions from people who expressed a need for a facility that promotes active lifestyles. The leisure centre strives to improve the community's well-being and contribute to excellent health outcomes by offering a variety of workout amenities and programmes. The on-site café gives the centre a social component by providing a place for people to unwind and socialise after workouts or community events. This element symbolises the community's desire to create a friendly and inclusive atmosphere where people can gather and feel a feeling of belonging.


Community engagement

Croydon Council used a comprehensive and inclusive community engagement process during the design and building phases of the New Addington Leisure Centre, encouraging meaningful collaboration with residents, community groups, and other relevant stakeholders. This strategy sought to guarantee that the project accurately reflected the needs and desires of the local community. The council used a range of approaches and strategies to effectively engage with the community for example they held town hall meetings, focus groups, and workshops to facilitate open communication and idea-sharing among project representatives and community people. These face-to-face meetings enabled direct communication and aided in the development of trust and rapport among stakeholders. Digital tools, such as social media and online surveys, were also used to reach a larger audience and collect feedback from people who were unable to attend in-person sessions. Because of the ease of use of these platforms, more people participated and shared their thoughts, ensuring a diverse variety of perspectives were considered. In addition to these measures, the council worked with local community groups, seeing them as important intermediates between the project crew and the locals. These groups served as community communicators, bringing significant insights into the community's specific needs and sensitivities. The involvement of neighbourhood groups boosted the project's inclusiveness and helped guarantee that varied viewpoints were heard. Residents from the New Addington area were key players in the community engagement process. They were the major beneficiaries of the recreation centre, and their active participation was critical in creating the project. Community groups representing a wide range of interests and demographics were crucial in pushing for the community's specific needs and preferences. Local businesses and organisations were also included as stakeholders, as the development of the leisure centre could have an impact on the local economy. The necessity of obtaining feedback and implementing community ambitions into project design was emphasised throughout the engagement phase. The council displayed a commitment to establishing a recreation centre that truly belonged to the community it served by actively soliciting and considering community members' feedback. Feedback was solicited not only during the early planning phase, but also throughout the construction process. This iterative method enabled the project team to adapt and make changes in response to community feedback, ensuring that the final product suited the community's changing needs and preferences. Croydon Council's community participation process for the New Addington Leisure Centre project was collaborative and inclusive. The council ensured that the community's voice was heard and included into the project's design by using a variety of ways and including important stakeholders. This dedication to meaningful participation not only improved the project's outcomes, but also developed a sense of ownership and pride among local residents, resulting in a leisure centre that genuinely belonged to the community.


Social and economic impact 

The New Addington Leisure Centre project has had a substantial social and economic impact on the surrounding neighbourhood. One significant result is the increased number of job options for local individuals. The building phase alone provided over 75 jobs for Croydon residents, giving them with vital work experience and income. In addition, the project launched the Building Lives Academy, which aims to up-skill young people in the neighbourhood and provide them with a path into the construction business. This initiative not only fills a skills shortage, but it also empowers young people, providing them a bright start in their careers. Aside from jobs, the recreational centre has become an important contributor to the social and economic well-being of the town. It promotes a healthier and more active lifestyle among inhabitants by providing cutting-edge sports facilities and community spaces. This increases not only individual well-being but also general community cohesion and satisfaction. The two rental halls play an important role in holding events and meetings, boosting social contacts, and establishing community relationships. In addition, the recreational centre is in line with the Connected Croydon Street redevelopment initiative. This initiative resulted in approximately £1 million in improvements to Central Parade, the location of the recreational centre. These enhancements included wider and repaved footpaths, a new southbound bus stop, upgraded parking for blue badge holders, and additional facilities such as bins, benches, and cycle parking. These improvements not only make Central Parade more appealing, but they also increase accessibility and convenience for both residents and visitors. The project's connection with Connected Croydon has resulted in a favourable makeover of the area. Central Parade has been revitalised as a result of the enhanced public areas, as well as the new recreational and community facilities, making it a vibrant and inviting hub for the community. The project's social and economic benefits extend beyond the leisure centre, benefiting the entire neighbourhood and contributing to the overall growth and prosperity of Croydon's New Addington community.


Lessons learned and Post-Project Plan 

The effectiveness of the community participation process was critical in establishing a vibrant New Addington Leisure Centre that was well-received by the local community. Croydon Council saw that true community engagement was more than just a checkbox to be checked but was critical to the project's success. The council promoted a sense of ownership and pride among community members by actively incorporating residents, community groups, and other stakeholders, resulting in a recreational centre that really met their needs and goals.
The importance of early participation is one significant lesson learnt from the project's approach to community involvement. Recognising that the community should be involved from the start, the council began the engagement process early on. This proactive strategy enabled the project team to gain a thorough grasp of the community's goals and concerns, allowing them to address them successfully during the design and construction phases. The council might also link the project more closely with community expectations by identifying potential problems and possibilities early on, resulting in a more successful and well-received outcome. Furthermore, the experiment proved the importance of utilising a variety of interaction approaches such as social media or face to face interactions and recognising that various community members may have varied communication preferences; the council used a combination of in-person and digital media to reach a wider audience. Traditional town hall meetings, focus groups, and workshops provided valuable face-to-face encounters, whilst online surveys and social media engagement provided convenient participation, particularly for people with limited time. This inclusive approach guaranteed that as many community people as possible were able to participate in the engagement process, resulting in a more comprehensive and representative discourse. In addition, the initiative emphasised the need of involving community groups as active partners. Recognising that community groups frequently serve as connections between the project team and the larger community, the council actively sought their participation. These organisations served as conduits for important comments, insights, and concerns from their particular communities. The project team could ensure that specific community needs and interests were adequately represented throughout the process by collaborating with these organisations. This collaborative approach not only improved the quality of community feedback, but it also helped to build a sense of common ownership over the project.

To optimise community engagement in future urban development projects, several key recommendations can be adopted. To begin with, forming a formal Community Advisory Board comprised of representatives from various community groups can provide constant and valuable feedback throughout the project's existence. Cultivating a culture of two-way communication, aided by visual aids like as 3D models and mock-ups, will stimulate meaningful debates and constructive feedback. Involving local schools and educational institutions can implement a sense of civic responsibility in the younger generation.   

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the New Addington Leisure Centre exemplifies how successful community interaction can produce a thriving and inclusive urban development project. The Croydon Council's commitment to incorporating residents, community groups, and other stakeholders from the beginning of the planning process has been critical in producing a cutting-edge facility that really fits the needs and aspirations of the local community. The project has effectively become a lively hub for health, well-being, and social interaction by continuously soliciting feedback and incorporating community ideas into the leisure centres design and facilities. Furthermore, the construction of the Building Lives Academy has not only created valuable work opportunities for local residents but has also up-skilled young people, leaving a positive impact on the community's social and economic well-being.
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