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Case Studies Series 2021 
Core Values Awards 2021 Entry

International Association for Public Participation Core Values Awards 2021 
Full application 

Category: Infrastructure (Planning and Design) Project Award 

“Playground adventurers of Omokoroa are proud of their new fantastical playground” 
How Omokoroa’s playground adventurers and Council came together to co-design the new Omokoroa 

Domain playground 

Students proudly showcasing their creations 

Highlights at a glance 

 State what is unique or innovative – The Omokoroa Domain Playground Redevelopment project

used traditional engagement techniques to ensure quality engagement via a co-design process

took place.

 Identify organisation, sector and geographical location – Western Bay of Plenty District

Council, Omokoroa Domain Playground in Omokoroa, New Zealand.

 State engagement objectives, purpose and scope – The current Domain Playground in

Omokoroa, New Zealand is no longer fit for purpose. While the playground has valued and

well-loved items of play equipment, most of those have seen better days and efforts in

the past by Western Bay of Plenty District Council to replace those out of date and

dangerous play equipment have been met with opposition from the squeaky wheels of

the Omokoroa community. A new playground has to be built. Council has to involve those



 

2 | P a g e  
 

that will be directly affected by the decision to build a new playground. Those directly 

affected are the students from the five local schools in the area (affectionally known as 

‘playground adventurers’).  

 State spectrum level – Involve.  

 State engagement method/s and sequence – A co-design process between Council and 200 

playground adventurers from the Omokoroa No. 1, Omokoroa Point, Pahoia, Whakamarama and 

Te Puna schools, over an extensive 18-month period across two phases (development of the draft 

concept plan and finalisation/adoption of the draft concept plan). 

 Three key outcomes showing impact of engagement: 1) Trust created between Council and the 200 

playground adventurers, 2) Council has the social licence to make the new playground happen and 

3) Doing a co-design process has other benefits i.e. playground adventurers’ input informed other 

decisions. 

 Three key engagement takeaways: 1) Research/plan well first before stepping out your front door, 

2) Make sure you keep your promise and 3) When challenges occur, stay strong and true to the 

core values. 

 Council as the project team – made up of three Council staff (two from the Reserves and Facilities 

team and one engagement specialist from the Community team) and a contracted landscape 

architect from ‘LOAM Landscape Architects’ who’s based in Omokoroa, New Zealand. 
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1.0 Introduction 

 

Innovation  
 
The Omokoroa Domain Playground Redevelopment project exemplified outstanding delivery of 
traditional engagement practices. At the heart of it, is quality engagement via a co-design process. This 
meant that:  

 Western Bay of Plenty District Council understood the history of Omokoroa, the history of the 
Domain Playground, the history of the people that lived near the playground and their views i.e. we 
did our research before stepping out the front door. 

 Council was clear about the purpose and process, the level of participation and who the decision 
maker was. 

 Council was committed to the principles of best practice engagement.    
 The playground adventurers were involved in the process from start to finish, from design to 

decision making.  
 The adventurers understood what it meant to be involved and the extent of their involvement. 
 The adventurers knew what the next steps were following the adoption/finalisation of the 

playground’s concept plan.  
 
There was no magic trick from Council or app the playground adventurers needed to help Council with the 

co-design process of their new playground. The main tool used was face-to-face, a good old fashioned tool 

that worked. Council knew from the start that in order for a new playground to be built we had to do the 

hard yard with the right people – we had to connect with the playground adventurers, engage with them 

thoroughly, break down barriers, be welcoming and inclusive, keep our promise and made sure that their 

voices were loud and clear, front and centre.    
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2.0 Background  

 

Background/Objectives 
 
The current Domain Playground in Omokoroa, New Zealand is no longer fit for purpose. While 
the playground has valued and well-loved items of play equipment, most of those have seen 
better days and efforts in the past by Western Bay of Plenty District Council to replace those 
out of date and dangerous play equipment have been met with opposition from the squeaky 
wheels of the Omokoroa community.  
 
A new playground has to be built. This new playground will be central to the people of Omokoroa. It 
will be built in an area that is rapidly growing and changing, with the population increasing from 3,000 
to 12,000 over the next 30 years, with more young families making their new homes in Omokoroa and 
with new infrastructure being built e.g. houses, roads, parks and a high school.  

 
As Council, we realised very quickly that the playground adventurers from the five local 
schools in the area were the target audience for a co-design process of creating their new 
playground from start to finish (from design to decision making). We didn’t want this project 
to be hijacked by Beryl who lives down the road from the playground. The 200 playground 
adventurers were the ones that were going to be directly affected by Council’s decision on this 
new build. We had to get them on board and involved from day one.  
 
Over a period of 18 months (from 2018 to 2020), Council and the 200 playground adventurers 
from Omokoroa No. 1, Omokoroa Point, Pahoia, Whakamarama and Te Puna schools, came 
together to co-design a new playground that is fantastic, inclusive and better connected to the 
surrounding natural environment and the local tangata whenua’s (Pirirakau hapū’s) history 
and culture.  
 
Following the co-design process, in September 2020, Council made the decision to adopt the 
playground adventurers’ concept plan and committed NZ $1million to build this new playground, which 
is the largest funding to be allocated to playground development for Council.    

  

  
Omokoroa Domain – From the 19th Century to what it looks like currently 
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3.0 Implementation 

 

Methodology 
 
The core values were the foundation of the co-design process:  

1. Students’ fantastical involvement was at the heart of the design and decision making processes. 
2. Students gave feedback on what equipment they wanted, we added them to the concept plan and 

the plan got adopted as is. 
3. Council acknowledged students’ voices and made the decision to adopt the concept plan, 

recognising their involvement and commitment to this new build.   
4. We engaged with students, tangata whenua, representatives of the elderly, health and disability 

communities, local businesses and the wider Omokoroa community. 
5. We went to all the schools and outlined an approach which the students supported.  
6. We went to all the schools and gave them all the information they required on how to be involved.  
7. We communicated the decision and closed the loop in various ways with everyone involved.     

 
The students were involved from start to finish. They really listened to Council when we went to their 
schools to chat to them about what this project was all about and why we wanted them to be involved. As 
adults, we could learn a thing or two from these students about listening effectively, working together with 
others, being creative and just having fun! 
 
They came up with wonderful creative 3-d models of the new playground, wrote poems, drew and gave 
their ideas on various items of play equipment. Their creativity and imagination were celebrated at a 
community showcase event, which was attended by the students’ whanau (families) and friends and the 
Mayor of Western Bay, Garry Webber.     
 
By co-designing with the playground adventurers, it made Council’s job so much easier – we took on board 
their ideas and feedback and incorporated their various play equipment ideas into the concept plan, which 
Council adopted. We had students from various ethnicities take part e.g. Chinese, Indian, New Zealand 
European and Māori. This was awesome to see, as we wanted the environment to be welcoming and 
inclusive. Ultimately we wanted to break down barriers to public participation.     
 
A bonus that came out of the co-design process, was that the students’ input informed other decisions e.g. 
when playground equipment suppliers proposed various towers, Council reflected on the students’ designs 
and chose the tallest tower the site and budget could handle.    
 

     
From idea to reality  
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We informed the students about Council’s decision to adopt the final concept plan via email and of course 
via our main tool (face-to-face). They were ecstatic with the outcome.   
 
Council acknowledged that there were other people involved who potentially could be affected by or 
interested in Council’s decision. To ensure the engagement was authentic and as holistic as possible, 
other key stakeholders’ ideas and feedback were also sought from: 

 Teachers, parents and the wider school community  
 Business owners near the playground 
 Community representatives of the elderly sector 
 Community representatives of the disability sector 
 Community representatives of the health sector  
 Council’s Elected Members including the Mayor, Councillors and the Omokoroa Community Board 
 The wider Omokoroa community.     

 
Summary of the co-design process: 

 At the Involve level of participation, with Council as the decision maker.   
 Over a period of 18 months from 2018 to 2020. 
 Two engagement phases (development of the draft concept plan and finalisation/adoption of the 

draft concept plan).  
 200 playground adventurers from five local schools were involved.  
 Five initial meetings with the principals/key teachers to set the scene and get permission to engage 

with their students.   
 Five introductory presentations at each school with the students.  
 Five catch-ups with each school to check on the students’ progress.  
 Playground adventurers’ ideas celebrated at a community showcase event. All those attended were 

proud of their achievements. Estimated number of attendees 80.  
 Five catch-ups with each school to show them their draft concept plan. The students were rapt with 

the draft plan as they could see their feedback incorporated and taken on board by Council.  
 Three meetings with Pirirakau hapū’s representative to ensure the local tangata whenua’s history 

and culture will be reflected in the new playground.  
 Six meetings with other key stakeholders to ensure the new playground will be universal and 

accessible for all ages.   
 Provided online opportunities for anyone directly affected, potentially affected by or interested, to 

feedback on the draft concept plan. 
 Final concept plan was adopted by Council in September 2020 and then communicated (digital and 

face-to-face) to all involved to close the feedback loop.   
 

  
Whakamarama School students 
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Three playground adventurers excited to showcase their creation 

 

 
The adopted final plan for the new Omokoroa Domain Playground  
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Challenges 

This project had its fair share of challenges. There were four specific challenges faced by Council: 
 Smell of an oily rag – most engagements survive on ‘the smell of an oily rag’. This one was no 

different. Council had limited budget and resources. To mitigate this challenge, we kept things 
simple but effective e.g. going directly to the schools to engage with the students and teachers and 
doing onsite tours of the playground when in discussions with other key stakeholders. Council also 
used every day, good old fashioned collateral and equipment e.g. post it notes and butcher paper. 
Very early on in the piece, we realised that face-to-face was the tool for authentic engagement and 
robust communication. We did not need anything else.          

 My playground will be wiped out by sea level rise – one of the schools was passionate about the 
effects of climate change on the new playground. The students wrote to Council seeking answers 
on why we were building a new playground that could potentially be wiped out. To mitigate this 
challenge, Council wrote back to the students emphasising that we do plan for the future and that 
new builds and climate change can go hand in hand. The students responded positively to Council’s 
letter. They felt they were listened to and taken seriously. We decided on a letter to officially 
communicate our response in order to make those students feel special and valued. We followed 
up the letter with our face-to-face tool to assure the students in person. They appreciated our 
efforts. By listening and acknowledging their concerns, we were able to get these students back 
into the co-design process and focus on the job ahead.        

 We kiwis can’t go anywhere not even to the beach – New Zealand went into the strictest of 
lockdown for a period of four weeks (March-April 2020) in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This meant that there was no opportunity for face-to-face meetings as people had to work and 
study from home and were not allowed to travel (unless deemed essential). Also understandably 
people’s focus was on their safety, their whanau and dealing with the pandemic. But work on the 
playground had to continue, so Zoom meetings replaced our main tool to ensure all involved knew 
what was happening and what the next steps were. When New Zealand came out of lockdown, 
Council was in a great position to keep trucking on with the co-design process.   

 You can’t take away my lullaby swing and tractor – no two play equipment have known such love 
and adoration from the squeaky wheels of the Omokoroa community. The older generation has 
very fond memories of those equipment and simply could not let go. But those equipment were 
well passed their prime. Over the years there have been multiple injuries where children got hurt 
playing on them. They simply were not up to New Zealand playground equipment best practice 
standard. Council felt that it was only a matter of time before someone got killed. To mitigate this 
challenge, Council worked together with the playground adventurers to co-design the concept plan 
and we deliberately ensured their voices were heard loud and clear, front and centre. Not all was 
lost though for Beryl. Council included in the final concept plan an awesome new swing and the 
tractor has been removed and given back to the original owner, who still lives in Omokoroa.     
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4.0 Outcomes, impact and insights 

 

Satisfaction from the playground adventurers and the wider Omokoroa community 
 
200 playground adventurers: 
 The draft concept plan reflected the playground adventurers’ feedback, which they could see when 

Council reported back to them.  
 They wanted climbing structures, a hamster wheel, trampolines, swings and tunnels, and we gave them 

what they wanted.   
 Going back to them was an important step Council had to take, to ensure they saw their plan first hand 

before anyone else, to get their seal of approval and to keep our promise.  
 They felt valued because they were able to influence the outcome.  
 
The wider community: 

 125 pieces of online feedback were received. 
 716 visits made to Council’s online engagement hub ‘Have Your Say Western Bay’.  
 78% voted ‘yes’ they liked the draft concept plan. 
 56% voted ‘yes’ the draft plan catered for all children. 
 Overall people liked the design, the variety of equipment being proposed and the investment of a 

fantastical playground. 
 
Due to the co-design process, there has been a sound level of trust achieved between Council and the 
playground adventurers. Both Council and this community have worked hard to achieve a new playground 
and ultimately, Council has the social licence to make this happen.  
 

    
The community showcase event with its many wonderful, fantastical creations and passionate creators! 

 
Alignment with IAP2 Core Values for the practice of public participation 

 
IAP2 Core Values  Example or evidence from this project 
1. Public participation is based on the belief that 

those who are affected by a decision have a 
right to be involved in the decision-making 
process  

1. Students’ fantastical involvement was at the 
heart of the design and decision making 
processes. 

 
2. Public participation includes the promise that 

the public’s contribution will influence the 
decision  

2. Students gave feedback on what equipment 
they wanted, we added them to the concept 
plan and the plan got adopted as is. 
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3. Public participation promotes sustainable 
decisions by recognising and communicating 
the needs and interests of all participants, 
including decision makers  

3. Council acknowledged students’ voices and 
made the decision to adopt the concept plan, 
recognising their involvement and 
commitment to this new build. 

4. Public participation seeks out and facilitates 
the involvement of those potentially affected 
by or interested in a decision  

4. We engaged with students, tangata whenua, 
representatives of the elderly, health and 
disability communities, local businesses and 
the wider Omokoroa community. 

5. Public participation seeks input from 
participants in designing how they participate  

5. We went to all the schools and outlined an 
approach which the students supported.  

6. Public participation provides participants with 
the information they need to participate in a 
meaningful way  

6. We went to all the schools and gave them all 
the information they required on how to be 
involved.  

7. Public participation communicates to 
participants how their input affected the 
decision  

7. We communicated the decision and closed the 
loop in various ways with everyone involved.     

 
 

In a nutshell 
 
The new Omokoroa Domain playground, which will include the adventurers’ swings, trampolines, tunnels, 
climbing structures and a hamster wheel, is the result of an extensive 18-month community engagement 
with tangata whenua, representatives of the elderly, health and disability communities, local businesses, 
the wider Omokoroa community and of course those directly affected by Council’s decision – the five local 
schools within Pirirākau hapū’s rohe (area) – Omokoroa No. 1, Omokoroa Point, Pahoia, Whakamarama 
and Te Puna. Construction of the playground is expected to start in July 2021, with an opening event aimed 
towards the end of the year.  
 
This project changed how we as Council engaged on playgrounds. The co-design template is the future of 
playground engagements, which is supported by many, from Mayor Garry Webber to Council’s Reserves 
and Facilities Team. For the playground adventurers, having given clear direction, Council’s job now is to, in 
their words, deliver on their ‘fantastical’ playground.   
 

 
Pahoia School – some of the students taking part 
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We would like to thank Western Bay of Plenty District Council for agreeing to share this case study and 
insights to advance engagement practice. This case study was authored by Caroline Lim and peer 
reviewed by Anne Pattillo.  

At the time of publishing, Caroline Lim was employed by Western Bay of Plenty District Council in the 
position of Community Engagement Specialist. Caroline has experience and expertise in the engagement 
sector and the use of various engagement methods. Caroline was engaged by IAP2A to support 
practitioners to share their engagement story as a case study.  

 

For more information about this project see: 

 Webpage – https://www.westernbay.govt.nz/council/news-and-
updates/news?item=id:2bbha6zxx17q9sofl3e5 

 Facebook – https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.3382914648389239&type=3 

  

To connect with the author: 

 www.linkedin.com/in/caroline-lim-05 
 Caroline.Lim@westernbay.govt.nz 
 027 294 1312. 

 

To access and search the Case Study Library/Database (IAP2 Australasia members): Head to the 
Members Resources section of IAP2 Australasia.  

Want to know more about publishing a Case Study? www.iap2.org.au/casestudy  
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