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The Swan River Trust is a Western Australian government 
agency charged with protecting and managing the Swan 
Canning river system that winds its way through the capi-
tal city of Perth. The Trust is required to manage, monitor 
and report on river health and community benefits derived 
from use of 72km2 of public land and river reserve identi-
fied as Swan Canning Riverpark.

The Useability Index was developed to provide a set of 
indicators to assess the quality and amenity of parks and re-
creation reserves managed for public access within the Swan 
Canning Riverpark. Results can be assessed for each site, a 
group of sites or particular type of site and provides an in-
dication of the diversity and extent of reserves and their ca-
pacity to contribute to community health and well-being. 

The concept of “useability” was drawn from a PhD study 
that explored perceptions of nearby green spaces and self-
reported health where it was found that people who per-
ceived nearby green spaces as “useable” were twice as likely 
to report better general health. (Carter, 2009). Integration 
of quantitative and qualitative data collected in this study 
enabled several common elements of “useable” green spaces 
to be identified. It was determined that useable green spaces 
need to: 
•	 be in good condition (look cared for);
•	 be well-equipped for visiting (be welcoming, with 

paths, obvious access points and community in-
frastructure);

•	 include places where people can relax;
•	 include places where people can meet others; 
•	 be connected to the neighbourhood, both physically 

and emotionally (be a part of, not apart from); 
•	 offer personal security (feel safe, other people around, 

not isolated unless by choice); and
•	 meet the needs of multiple users (different settings to 

meet different needs and expectations).

Indicators selected for inclusion were based on the findings 
of this research, review of similar assessment tools and rela-
ted literature. In particular, aspects of assessment included 
in three other tools were considered as part of the initial de-
velopment process. Suggestions for open space assessment 
provided by researchers involved in the Millennium Ecosys-
tem Assessment included:
•	 Recreational opportunities provided;
•	 Landscape condition;
•	 Presence of sites, landscapes or species with spiritual 

or cultural significance; and
•	 Presence of site or species of scientific or educational 

value (Ash et al., 2010).

A local tool, entitled the Quality of Public Open Space Tool 
(POST) was developed to audit park facilities and features 

(University of Western Australia, 2004). POST can be used 
to assess the quality of a specified area of public open space 
through accumulated scores for:
•	 Type of usage and activity options; 
•	 Environmental quality including presence of water 

and other natural features, trees and shade, pathways 
and evidence of care through regular maintenance 
and lack of graffiti, vandalism or litter; 

•	 Amenities such as playgrounds, picnic facilities, par-
king, toilets and public transport; and

•	 Safety, particularly lighting and visibility. 

Elements of one further tool, SpaceShaper, developed by 
the UK Commission for Architecture and Built Environ-
ment were also considered (CABE, 2007). Eight aspects 
of open space quality are explored within the SpaceShaper 
toolkit:
•	 Access (finding your way and getting about);
•	 Use (what activities and opportunities the space has 

to offer);
•	 Other people (how the space caters for different 

needs);
•	 Maintenance (how clean and cared for the space is);
•	 Environment (how safe and comfortable the space 

is);
•	 Design and appearance (what the space looks like 

and what materials it uses);
•	 Community (how important the space is to local 

people); and
•	 You (how the space makes you feel).

Aspects of many of these elements can be seen in the table 
provided. Table 1 includes descriptions of the various layers 
of the Useability Index – from its overarching themes to 
individual assessment items and the aspects of each that are 
considered during each site assessment. Assessment items 
can score a maximum of ten (10) points with maximum 
total score of 100. 

Used alongside ecological health indicators, assessment 
of potential community benefit through the Useability In-
dex can provide rationale for management intervention and 
investment. To extend its application within park planning 
and management processes, the current site assessment pro-
cess includes mapping the location and extent of different 
types of places within the Riverpark. This data is being in-
cluded in the Western Australian Department of Environ-
ment and Conservation Asset Management system and In-
dex elements are aligned with aspects of visitor satisfaction 
surveys to enable comparison of perceptions held by land 
managers and park users. 

This presentation will discuss the development and cur-
rent application of the Useability Index for the Swan Can-
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ning Riverpark and potential adaptation for its use in other 
park contexts.

Table 1. descriptions of themes, components and assessment items included in the Useability Index for the Swan Canning Riverpark


