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Restauration of Testwood Paddling Pool – Social Development Project

Introduction
Community engagement plays a crucial role in social development, bringing individuals together to actively participate in the decision-making processes that affect their lives. It fosters collaboration and empowers communities to identify and address their needs and aspirations. Community engagement enhances social development by promoting inclusiveness, building social capital, and fostering sustainable development.
Shared interests and goals create strong bonds among community members. People with similar passions, hobbies, or objectives often come together to engage in activities, initiatives, or projects that align with their common interests (Fisher et al., 2014). 
In 2017, people predominantly parents from a small town in New Forrest, Hampshire, were brought together by the wish to re-establish the life of a well-beloved play area for their children. The process was timely and at some points difficult, however the result enriched the social life of the community. Public spaces, parks, community centres, and recreational facilities, such as the paddling pool that is subject for this report, act as gathering points, encouraging community members to interact and engage in activities. These shared spaces provide opportunities for socialization, recreation, and the development of interpersonal relationships according to Kaczynski et al. (2014).
This report aims to describe the process of restoring Testwood Paddling Pool in Totton, Southampton, and the role the community played in this activity, by illustrating what the project included, how community engagement principles were covered and how the stakeholders participated to this common activity.

The Project
Based on the academic citation, a community can be described as a collective of individuals who possess similar qualities, interests, or objectives and engage in interactions within a particular physical or online environment. This concept is endorsed by McMillan and Chavis (1986), who put forth the notion of community as "a perception of belongingness, a recognition of the importance of members to each other and to the group, and a shared confidence in fulfilling members' needs through their dedication to remaining connected."
In the case of this social development project, the strong sense of community helped its success in being completed effectively. In 2015, a campaign was initiated to save the Testwood paddling pool in Totton, Hampshire. The pool had been closed due to concerns about safety and the absence of an automatic chlorine treatment system, which would have costed approximately £18,000. That year, a review was to be conducted to assess the future of the town's three paddling pools. Over 900 people had signed a petition urging the Totton town council to keep all three pools open. Hampshire county councillor David Harrison suggested that alternatives could have been explored to keep the pool operational without incurring significant costs. However, Totton district conservative councillor David Russell indicated that the review may have resulted in the closure of the Testwood pool, as the town had three pools, more than neighbouring larger towns Southampton and Eastleigh. The debate focused on the council's budget constraints and the popularity of the pool among residents. (Daily Echo)
As per ATSDR (2020), the first principle of community engagement was accomplished as the project was clearly described and the means for the goals to be achieved were drawn in a concise manner.

The Stakeholders and means of community involvement
Guerci and Vinante (2011) noted that Stakeholders in community engagement are usually those who are assigned or given a responsibility to initiate, execute or manage the initiative. Furthermore, the individual or groups are also interested in the outcome of the engagement. Therefore, in the community engagement perspective, stakeholders can be defined as individual or groups, who have a vested interested in the performance and or success of the engagement, or who are constrained by the engagement.
The main stakeholders in the case of the paddling pool were the children that were at the time deprived of a playing and recreational facility. Social media platforms offer valuable opportunities for community engagement projects. They can be utilized in various ways, such as disseminating information to keep residents informed and engaged throughout the process (Smith, 2018). The parents in the community were deeply involved in the action as well, with one resident, Trevor Newbury coming up with a fundraising campaign (Improving, repairing Testwood Paddling Pool Totton, 2015). The resident explained that with a population of 35000 community members, if one British Pound was donated, the funds would be more than enough to cover the restauration of the pool. According to Harrison (2016) the amount that was raised within the community was £7033.66, the funds being donated to the local council. social media platforms provide a convenient space for community members to share their thoughts and ideas through online surveys, polls, and comment sections, allowing for community input in decision-making (Johnson & Brown, 2019). Moreover, these platforms enable the creation of online communities where residents can connect, share stories, and support one another, fostering ongoing communication and collaboration (Smith, 2018). The initiatives in this situation were advertised through social media, local newspapers, and digital articles, however the feedback that can be found from the community members criticised that the action was not promoted enough. 
As the project took place in and involved stakeholders closely linked to the same community, the second and third principles of community engagement were automatically established, people knowing the community that they belonged to and sharing a main goal.
The County, District and Toun Councillor David Harrison was the catalyst of this action, starting a petition and acting as the voice of the community throughout the whole process, providing transparency on the steps and describing openly how each council meeting occurred. However, one year later in 2016 the paddling pool was closed, nd the children of the community still could not enjoy the recreational facility. The advisory from the council according to Harrison (2016) was that the pool, over 50 years old, was abiding the new health and safety regulations by which an automatic filtration system was mandatory.

The decision
A debate at the Totton & Eling Town Council focused on the Testwood paddling pool's future. The discussion revolved around reducing the pool's water level to address safety concerns during unattended periods, as well as reducing the number of weeks the pool is open to save money. Additionally, a proposal was made to shrink the pool's size to 60% of its dimensions at the time.
During the debate, it was highlighted that many people would be unhappy with this reduction since the pool is heavily used on hot summer days. Despite Councillor Harrison’s personal reluctance, there was a strong desire to see the pool reopen in time for the summer holidays.
Within the Conservative party, there appeared to be no consensus. One member expressed concern that such a significant reduction in size would betray the contributors to the fundraising efforts. Another member was unhappy and abstained from voting.
A compromise was suggested, proposing that the contractor maintain the pool's current size while reducing water quantity by incorporating gently sloping sides. This compromise was seen as beneficial, enabling disabled access, and providing a safe area for babies and toddlers to sit in shallow water with their parents.
Despite the compromise not fulfilling all aspirations, it was supported as the available funding couldn't cover the cost of a filtration system suitable for the pool's size, estimated at 75,000 litters. This decision was seen as the last opportunity to ensure the pool's availability for the upcoming summer holidays. Therefore, the fourth principle was achieved to an extent, the council acknowledging and respecting the community members’ rights to recreation facilities and accepting to get actively involved in the project.
The local authorities are undoubtedly stakeholders in this social development project as well, as they were directly involved and responsible for making and funding decisions. As a result of this final meeting, the process was put in motion and contractors were contacted. The council provided a report regarding the repairs and ultimate costs of the project. Although the community members did raise a substantial amount, most of the funds, totalling £63,000 were approved by the council, the paddling pool being finalised at the end of July 2016 (Stephens, 2017).

The challenges and the lessons
One of problems throughout this project was the lack of transparency between the local authorities and the rest of the stakeholders. The information that can be found about the communication with the local authorities illustrates the timely process of winning the collaboration of the council. The reluctance of the council in getting involved in rehabilitating the paddling pool has upset the local community and lessened its credibility. The council took a very long time to provide a public report on the plans for the project, therefore misleading information begun to spread. Lastly, The Chairman of the Amenities Committee of Totton & Eling Town Council addressed the concerns and misinformation regarding the Testwood paddling pool, stating that it had been built in accordance with health and safety regulations and insurance requirements and that despite comments about its size, the pool was still to be one of the largest in the area and met the necessary depth standards (Brooks, 2016).  The public's expectation for the pool to remain the same as it was 50 years prior would not have been practical due to updated health and safety requirements. The Council planned to open the pool for the summer school holidays, and it was expected that children would enjoy it as much as the previous pool.  
A lesson that can be drown from this project is the empowerment that individuals can have when united in a community and the impact of collective collaboration. In this community, the people had the power to make the authorities listen and put in practice the collective demands. 
On a negative note, the council made public information about the bad practices in addressing the paddling pool restauration, involving the technical details such as materials and poor professional investigation, that ultimately caused excessive costs. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, community engagement is a powerful tool for social development and the revitalization of public spaces. The case of the Testwood Paddling Pool in Totton, Southampton, exemplifies the positive impact that community involvement can have on a project. By bringing together individuals with a shared interest in providing a safe and enjoyable recreational space for their children, the community was able to successfully restore the paddling pool.
The process of community engagement in the restoration project involved active participation from community members, local authorities, and other stakeholders. Through collaborative efforts, the community was able to identify their needs and aspirations for the paddling pool, ensuring that the revitalization aligned with their preferences. This sense of ownership and responsibility fostered a strong bond among community members, promoting social cohesion and a shared commitment to the project.
The restoration of the Testwood Paddling Pool not only provided a much-needed recreational space for children and families but also enriched the social life of the community. Public spaces and recreational facilities act as gathering points, encouraging interaction and the development of interpersonal relationships. The revitalized paddling pool now serves as a hub for community members to come together, socialize, and engage in activities.
This report highlights the importance of community engagement in social development and the revitalization of public spaces. By involving community members in decision-making processes and actively seeking their input, projects can be tailored to meet the specific needs and aspirations of the community. This not only enhances inclusiveness but also builds social capital and fosters sustainable development.
Moving forward, it is essential to continue promoting community engagement in the maintenance and ongoing management of the Testwood Paddling Pool. By maintaining open lines of communication, encouraging ongoing participation, and fostering a sense of ownership among community members, the paddling pool can continue to thrive as a valuable community asset. The success of the Testwood Paddling Pool restoration project serves as a testament to the power of community engagement in creating vibrant and inclusive spaces for all.
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