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Welcome to our annual report for 2017-18. In this edition we are 
speaking a lot about the challenges being faced in our borough. It has 
been a year of change and many organisations, including our own, have 
had to adapt to austerity measures and reduced budgets. We know 
that circumstances are really difficult for many families in Islington and 
that children feel the impact of poverty in many different ways.

Here at IPA we believe that the right to play is fundamental and that all 
children deserve to have childhoods where playing, being with friends 
and having freedom to express themselves and explore their world is 
available to all.

We are proud of what we have achieved in this difficult year and so we 
hope this report shows both the reality that the organisation finds itself in, 
and the achievements and moments of joy that have still been created.
We would like to thank all our partners, supporters and stakeholders 
without whom it would not be possible.

Anita Grant
Chief Executive

WORD FROM THE CEO

Making clay art
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AUSTERITY

In 2017/18 IPA faced some difficult choices. We continued 
to provide the same level of face to face services, but were 
forced to look at our resources and to restructure some 
of our work. This meant losing valued colleagues and 
working under tighter margins. We faced these difficulties 
alongside our associates in the voluntary sector across the 
UK; after nearly ten years of austerity economics, challenge 
and disruption has become a permanent backdrop for 
third sector organisations, particularly children’s services. 
Presently 3.9 million children in the UK are living in poverty. 
This figure is rising.

Islington Council continues to value, protect and support 
play in the borough and we work beside talented and 
committed elected officials and Islington Commissioners. 
However, by 2020, national government will have cut core 
funding to Islington Council by 70% since 2010.  

Islington is the most densely populated local authority 
area in England and Wales. Out of 326 local authorities in 
England, Islington is the 24th most deprived, we have the 
fourth highest rate of child poverty in the UK and 38% 
of our children are living in poverty in a borough which is 
often characterised by displays of luxury and wealth.

In front of this harsh, unequal and austere backdrop 
IPA continues to preserve, create, improve and 
promote places and opportunities for the children of 
Islington to play. 

Face painting



We want an Islington where all 
children can play outside.
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In the context of austerity, Adventure Playgrounds are a 
vital resource for children and families in Islington. Situated 
across the borough in areas of high deprivation, our 
Adventure Playgrounds are perfectly placed to serve local 
children and families and to understand and respond to the 
needs of the individuals who attend, and furthermore, the 
needs and issues within the locality.  

This can mean anything from sourcing free and novel 
resources for play, challenging housing developers who 
have forgotten children in their designs, addressing the 
very real food poverty experienced by children, or providing 
a safe space for young people worried by youth on youth 
violence. As issues change over time we need an approach 
that is flexible and adaptable.

There are many scholarly articles explaining the value of 
play in building children’s resilience, a quality of enormous 
benefit for children living in difficult circumstances, and of 
course, the importance of moments of fun and happiness 
in the now. Children’s activities are often more concerned 
with their future than their present.  We aim to create, with 
children, great childhoods now.

The Adventure Playgrounds are free to attend, children are 
free to come and go and free to play as they wish (within 
reason!). This approach removes financial barriers and the 
stigma of poverty, supports children’s independent mobility 
and choice, and their ability to affect positive change in 
their own lives and the lives of others. 

“If the playground wasn’t here parents would be very 
stressed out – I’d be pulling my hair out to be honest. It’s 
where kids can have friendships – that can last a lifetime.” 
- Parent of child at Toffee Park

“My son then went there – he’s 24 now and now my 
grandchild. He finds it hard socialising sometimes so it’s 
a godsend.”
- Grandparent from Toffee Park

“They don’t get that socialising time and there’s so much 
pressure on them now. Don’t get me wrong, the schools 
have to do what they have to do, but the kids need this. A 
safe environment with people keeping an eye – that is so 
important to parents.”
- Parent of child at Toffee Park

ADVENTURE PLAYGROUNDS
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On the 6th February 2018 we had our first Ofsted visit since 
2014. Despite feeling nervous staff were motivated and 
delivered effective practice as always! We had a wonderful 
report with the inspector finding that:

• The manager is ambitious and hard-working. She 
has high expectations and is committed to improving 
outcomes for children. She is supported well by an 
enthusiastic staff team. 

• Children form strong emotional bonds with their key 
person and other members of staff. The kind, caring 
and sensitive nature of the staff in the baby room 
encourages the babies to engage in play and exploration. 

• Staff keep parents well informed about their 
children’s progress through a good range of 
communications and daily handovers. This collaborative 
partnership helps to enhance children’s development. 

• Staff cater very well for children who have special 
educational needs and/or disabilities. They adopt 
different approaches, such as providing structured 
language groups. This helps them to achieve well and 
make good progress over time. 

• Children’s physical health and development benefit 
greatly from the vast range of opportunities to learn 
in the open air with natural materials. Furthermore, 
forest school sessions positively add to children’s 
outdoor experiences.

Quotes from the Inspector

“Children play with Balti dishes and sit and play with staff 
who dress up in traditional costumes”.

“They develop their early reading skills, interacting with 
stories and answering questions about what they see. 
For example, children say, ‘That’s an avocado; it’s got a big 
seed in it.’”

These findings resulted in a “Good” rating.

Case Study: Paradise Park Café 
Kitchen Social Project

The benefit cap hit K’s family very hard, even 
though they were in social housing the rent 
was £200 per week. This used to be covered by 
housing benefit… This left the family with only 
£9,600 per year to live on! 

The Kitchen Social was a life line for the family. 
Mum said that just knowing that her 3 children 
would have a lunch in the holidays was a great 
relief, a weight lifted off her shoulders. Spending 
time in the café also saved K gas and electricity 
for those few hours. The café staff had a game or 
activity running each session so the kids could play 
with other children. K said it was so much more 
than just a free meal. It felt more like a holiday club 
and a place where she could talk to other parents. 

For many, free school meals during term time help 
families a great deal financially. But that provision 
stops when it comes to half term holidays. We will 
continue to run Kitchen Socials because we see 
the difference it makes to families. The worry of 
having to think about how to pay for their next 
meal and activity is something that is too common 
within our communities

PARADISE PARK



Paradise Park Community Café
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This year 1,585 children attended our adventure 
playgrounds, between them they made 41,339 individual 
visits Playworkers notice many wonderful moments of play 
and creativity. Our observations of these moments help us 
to assess our playgrounds and make sure that they provide 
unique and valuable opportunities for children. Below is a 
flavour of some of the playworker’s observations.

All the Children’s Time is Golden
“Golden time is a reward that is used in many local schools; 
when children behave well, they are awarded Golden Time. 
David said that he had never had Golden Time. ‘Right’ I said 
‘everyone’s on Golden Time here today. Golden, for you, 
Golden for you, all Golden’. We made a chart ‘just like the 
school one’. David said ‘Kerry, when my mum gets here will 
you tell her I got Golden Time?’.” 

Children use Play to Claim Space
“Sophie and Tina love making potions and slime. They 
have made a big bowl of sticky stuff by using glue, water, 
flour, glitter, paint and goodness knows what else. This 
is an everyday playground activity so I don’t take any 
particular notice. 

At the end of the session on my way home, I find out that 
they painted all of the metal benches around the park 
football pitch. It is still sticky and gooey and makes the 
benches unusable.

The next day I say we need to clean the benches. I say 
it will be fun. They refuse and run off. Later the girls ask 
me if they can have some glue to make slime. ‘Only if 
you promise to help me clean the benches afterwards, 
otherwise, no way’. I tell them that I am trusting them. I am 
unsure about how this will go. 

After they have made their slime I ask them if we should 
go and clean the benches, I try to make it fun by getting out 
loads of washing up liquid and hard brushes.  Sophie and 
her friend Shanny want to do it, but Tina is refusing. We go 
out into the park with bowls of steaming water and scrub 
the benches, they start singing ‘it’s a hard luck life’ from 
‘Annie’. Tina joins in. The girls scrub the floor and make 
drawings on the ground with the water and bubbles. They 
tell me to go away while they make their own game. When 
all the benches are cleaned, Tina tells me that she put the 
goo on the benches because the gang sits there (there is a 

Making ‘potions’

STORIES FROM THE PLAYGROUNDS
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local gang who use the park, many people, young and old, 
find this intimidating). Tina says she doesn’t like the gang.”

Children are Empowered by a Range of 
Resources and the Trust to use Them
“Aiden, aged 12 years, asked for a hammer and nails; as I 
was on top of a container doing repairs I told him to go into 
the tool container and get them. It seemed very quiet and 
Aiden was inside for quite a while so I called down to see if 
he was ok. ‘Yes’ he said, I then heard him muttering about 
the things he needed to get. Minutes later Aiden emerged 
wearing some trousers he had found in the container, 
safety goggles, carrying a tool bag. He walked across the 
playground in a purposeful way, bag over his shoulder and 
laughing saying ‘I’ve got my work trousers on; I’m going to 
build a den’. This made children laugh.”

The Things Children See in the Media 
Effects Their Play
“Children at Toffee Park are pretending they live in a 
forest. A group of about eight children of various ages 
help to get wood for a fire that they are trying to keep 
secret from the other children on site. They start to 
become stealthy about their actions, sneaking around the 
playground collecting things for their base. Then 10 year 
old Sara hears a helicopter, she says ‘the government 
kill people’, I ask her how she knows, she says that she 
learnt it on the internet where people learn everything. 
She starts to weave a story which all of the others absorb. 

She tells them that we need water and other supplies 
but that the government is in the building and that we 
will become the government if they catch us. Everyone 
is enthralled. She takes a group of three on a mission to 
collect supplies whilst the rest of us tend to the fire. In 
a short while the search party come back, they are all 
really excited. They tell us that they were chased by the 
government and nearly caught, but managed to get away. 

I asked them what the government looked like. Sara says 
that ‘they look like Donald Trump’. Children tell stories 
about how they nearly got caught or nearly drowned. They 
have brought back some apples from the building and a 
group of children cook them on sticks on the fire. 

Then Sara takes out another group. Almost all of the 
children on site engage in this game during the afternoon, 
some as old as thirteen others as young as six. Meanwhile 
back at the fire we experiment with creative inventions for 
cooking apples.”

Pretending Can Become Real
“A group of around 20 children were playing a game that was 
a combination of hide and seek and had.  It was a high paced 
and very chaotic game.  One of the children, trying to avoid 
being caught, pretended to be a tree. Both children and staff 
thought that it wouldn’t work and that he was silly to try, but 
unbelievably the child in hot pursuit was utterly confused by 
the ploy and ran past the boy who’d become a tree.”

Toffee Park



So much of children’s time is organised for them and laden 
with expectation and the possibility of failure, and that is 
before considering the very real struggles that families are 
facing today. The adventure playgrounds offer children 
much needed freedom and respite and the chance to feel a 
sense of control in their lives. 

Parents’ support of their children’s play has always been 
of utmost importance to us, and this year we designated 
Saturdays as ‘Family Days’ allowing us to work side by side 
with parents and younger children in play.  The playgrounds 
provide much needed networking potential for isolated 
families, support families with referrals to other services 
and provide a welcome space for those living in cramped 
accommodation and without gardens.  

The playgrounds are a valued 
resource to parents…
“Every Saturday I will be here! We only have the library 
to go to and they (the children) can’t cope too long in 
there… and it’s so expensive for everything, we can’t 
afford it, especially with Christmas around the corner.”
- Parent from Timbuktu Adventure Playground
 
“What can I do to say thank you, I managed to get so 
much done today, and it’s great you make food for the 
children, how do you afford it?”
- Parent from Timbuktu Adventure Playground
 

Through advocacy, a network of support can be developed. 
Our resourceful playworkers recognise the wealth of skills, 
enthusiasm and potential within the community and are 
able to create innovative opportunities for local people to 
get involved and show their support, making for a true 
community project. 

We will always get involved with local and national 
opportunities to talk about the importance of play. We were 
part of the Fairer Futures commission submitting papers 
and speaking at workshops. 

On Playworkers:
IPA believes that playworkers are fundamentally important 
to this as they have studied, practiced and reflected on play 
in order to understand what impact their interventions 
and interactions can have for children. Playworkers are not 
teachers, they are people who understand the needs of the 
playing child and can use their own agency to increase the 
agency of others. That is, playworkers support all children 
and young people in the creation of a space where they can 
play. The key to being a playworker is flexibility, acceptance 
and the ability to be in the moment, support the play and 
encourage freedom.

“What we are all trying to do is build this sense of 
community but we haven’t the resources. The adventure 
playgrounds, especially with the protection of their 
land status are an invaluable resource that we can 
build a sense of community on and around. To recreate 
communities that have maybe fallen apart a bit. We need 
those true partnerships.”
- Youth worker in Islington

ADVOCACY
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“I am involved and I can see that 
I am making a difference and 
that feels really, really good.”
- Volunteer at Lumpy Hill
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All of IPA’s adventure playgrounds are situated in 
areas which are amongst the 10% most deprived 
neighbourhoods in the country. During June 2017 we 
held dialogues with children, aged from 13 to 15 years old 
who live in one of these neighbourhoods characterised 
by poverty. We wanted to know about their perspectives. 
Among other questions we asked them:  

• Can you describe your neighbourhood?
• Where do you like to go?
• Is there anywhere you can’t go?

Here are some of the things they told us. The children 
made up their own pseudonyms.

All of the children spoke about gangs 
and violence...

“My neighbourhood is a very rough area, I suppose, 
because there’s lots of violence, crime and there’s like 
loads of gang members that roam around. “
- Mr Lubber Lubber – boy aged 15
 
“I live on an estate, there’s a lot of weird people, people 
who do drugs, noisy people, there’s a lot of random 
arguments there’s been like axes through people’s doors 
and stuff so it’s a bit crazy.”
- Sport - girl aged 14
 
“It’s not a good area because of the people really, as in 
gangs and stuff, pretty much and it’s hard, I can’t, I don’t 
know how to explain it.”
- Bob’s Your Uncle – boy aged 15 

Girls were particularly frightened...

“I think it’s like actually kind of worse being a girl and 
living in this area, because there’s so many, like, boy 
gangs and they all do drugs and, like, you never know, if 
you go down one alleyway with no one else there, you 
never know what might happen to you…”
- Isabelle girl aged 14

All the children valued their adventure 
playgrounds as a place of safety...

“If we have a problem anywhere, we go here (the 
adventure playground) cos this is like our safe house, 
legit, to us it’s like a, it’s like a home.”
- Angel- girl aged 13

“People here are like a second family kind of thing.”
- Isabelle girl aged 14

“I feel safe here, it’s a place you can go to and you have 
adults there that obviously, like, in a way, protect you, 
because you’re not on the street.”
- Bob’s Your Uncle – boy aged 15 
 
“It’s just easier to concentrate on everything and it’s 
easier to get along with life and do what you’re doing 
without having to think about other things, like when I’m 
there, any drama that happened during the day is just 
gone, because I don’t really care about it there, it’s not 
my problem.”
- Diamond – girl aged 14
 
At IPA we focus on play, nevertheless, it is clear from these 
words that our adventure playgrounds also provide respite 
from neighbourhoods which cause anxiety. They create a 
sense of safety and relaxation for some of the UK’s most 
disadvantaged children.
 

SPEAKING FOR THEMSELVES



“The playground itself helps because it’s 
a place you can go to and you have adults 
there that obviously, like, in a way, protect 
you, because you’re not on the street.”
- Boy aged 14

13
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CALLY FEST 2017

IPA are proud to have been given the role of hosting 
Cally Festivals all the way up to the big 10 year 
celebration in 2020.

2017 saw the 7th annual Cally Festival take place on Sunday 
18th June. On the day there were rising tensions locally 
including a police incident on the morning of the festival 
and heightened security due to events across London 
immediately preceding the day.

There were additional security measures put in place on 
the advice of the police at the last minute. In fact there 
was minimal anti-social behavior on the day and no crime 
reported. 

Over 8000 people attended the festival enjoying stalls, 
performances, rides and activities spread along Caledonian 
Road. In the children’s feedback it was clear that Food 
played a very important role in the day, mentioned by 
6 children as the best thing about the day. The second 
best thing mentioned was the sense of community and 
having somewhere to go with friends and family. Children 
commented that the Festival got people ‘off their bums’ 
and out of their houses, it brought people together, created 

an opportunity for making friends and for adults to spend 
time with their children having fun.

A key success of Cally Fest 17 was its inclusion of and 
direction by young people from the local area:

The youth stage curated by local young people featuring 
Islington’s talent including rappers, spoken word poets, bands 
and solo artists delivered new, raw and relevant performances 
for the area adding to the sense of empowerment and 
engagement for young people who often report feeling 
alienated and unwelcome in the public arena.

In the on the day survey 98% rated the day as good with 
55% saying it was excellent. Over a quarter of respondents 
said they could think of no way that it could be improved. 
60% of festival goers live locally in N1 or N7. 

The children feeding back spoke fondly of the Festival and 
clear positives were: feeling safer in their community and 
people coming together, children felt they were able to 
meet with their friends as the festival is close to home, and 
to be out of the house with their families. 



Over 8000 people attended 
the festival in 2017.
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FUTURE PLANS
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IPA works closely with the local authority to develop 
both short and long term strategies of early intervention 
with families, aiming to bring our unique ethos to family 
support in the borough. In particular, to support children’s 
play, because we know that it is play that really makes a 
fundamental difference to children’s lives.
 
Families with children in Islington face massive challenges 
to a good start in life, suffering disproportionately high 
levels of poverty, homelessness and inadequate social 
support. Despite it’s image as an affluent area of London, 
the reality is that the extremely poor live side by side 
with the rich leading to issues for the families around 
self-confidence, well-being and exclusion and massively 
affecting the wellbeing of children and young people.

Over 60% of families with dependent children live in social 
housing and most housing is flats with no outdoor space. 
We have the second least amount of greenspace in the 
country – 47% of London is green – 6% of Islington- and 
are the second most densely populated. 24.5% of Islington 
children have some form of special educational need which 
affects both their attainment and their family life. Violence 
and gang culture is seen by parents as an increasing 
problem in Islington reducing children’s ability to play 
outside, meet friends and feel safe in their local area.
 

In our adventure playgrounds we:
 
• Provide a safe space for children to enjoy their childhood
• Create a warm welcoming environment for the 

community to gather, share and build relationships
• Ensure that all children in Islington get access to free 

play where they can develop their potential
• Provide well trained and qualified staff who can care 

for and nourish children whilst facilitating excellent play 
services for children who are suffering challenge and 
deprivation in their everyday lives

 
We are working with LBI to plan innovative, exciting, eco-
friendly buildings for the future that will allow us to involve 
children, young people and the community in the actual 
construction giving a sense of ownership to local people.
Once the new buildings are in place we hope to build 
the new service slowly and surely, providing adventure 
play services every day after school and all through 
holidays whilst also developing the additional provision for 
children’s parties and rentals that will be a core part of the 
community use.
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2017-18 FINANCES

Islington Council - Adventure Playgrounds

Islington Council - Paradise Park Children’s Centre

Income from charitable activities, Consultancy and Bank Interest 

Islington Council - Core Play and Project Funding

Big Lottery, Charitable Trust and Donations

£550,000

£452,957

£233,947

£130,785

£48,323

38.84%

31.99%

16.52%

9.24%

3.41%

Income £ %

Staff and Training Cost

All Premises Costs & Overheads

Project Costs

Admin, Fees & Audit

£1,166,388

£115,212

£96,072

£7,820

84.19%

8.32%

6.93%

0.56%

Expenditure £ %

84.19%31.99%38.84%

16.52%

9.24% 3.41% 0.56%8.32% 6.93%
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“You really opened our eyes to how 
important it is to give the children the 
chance to play… especially the children 
that do not have the opportunities that 
so many others do.”
- Corporate volunteer

19



20
© 2018 Islington Play Association   •   UK Registered Charity No.1086165   •   UK Company No.3989283

Islington Play Association

164 MacKenzie Road,

London N7 8SE

020 7607 9637

info@islingtonplay.org.uk

www.islingtonplay.org.uk

@islingtonplay

Find us on Facebook
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