
This short guide has been put together by CFP, a Midlands 
based specialist parks and heritage consultancy, free of 
charge, as part of our ongoing support to the Midlands Parks 
Forum. We have been supported in this by members of the 
forum who have contributed case study information for 
which we are very grateful. We have been supported in 
producing this guide by:  

• Nicola Allen, Wrekin Council  

• James Dymond, Nottingham City Council  

• Richard Hunt, Leicestershire County Council 

• Chris Worman, Rugby Council 

• Louise Worton, Walsall Council 

CFP have been helping local authorities better understand 
their audiences for almost 20 years and have designed and 
delivered a wide range of techniques as well as gathering, 
aggregating and analysing data from hundreds of parks 
across the UK. 

CFP have experience in bringing together all of this 
information into comprehensive reports that enable our 
clients to: 

• understand the spatial distribution of visitors and also 
how they access the space 

• better understand barriers to use of the space 

• better understand user and non-user views 

• identify existing and new audiences for activities, 
facilities or funding streams 

Understanding your audiences 

Developing a comprehensive picture of who uses our public 
parks and urban green spaces enables us to better 
understand and present information. Visitor numbers are 
only part of that picture and we would always advocate a 
range of different surveys or research to gain insight into the 
use of your space.  

There are different ways to build a user (and therefore also a 
non-user) profile: 

• Automated people counters  

• Wi-Fi sensing counters and mobile phone tracking, 
GPS or Google data 

• App downloads 

• Physical counts on site by volunteers and staff  

• A visitor observation study (VOS) which will also give 
an indication of visitor profile and can be developed 
to give a spatial distribution of visitors on site 

• User and non-user surveys which can give detailed 
information about perspectives of different groups 
but remember to consider your sample - do they 
represent all users or are they self-selected? 

• Demographic research for analysis can tell you about 
the broad characteristics about the population 
surrounding your site e.g. age profile, ethnicity, levels 
of deprivation 

Visitor numbers 

Ideally a green space manager would like to know not just 
an annual visitor number figure but also the seasonal 
trends, the split between weekday and weekend use, maybe 
even the breakdown by times of the day. 

Even just a basic annual visitor number figure can be so 
powerful. For many years we have underestimated just how 
many people use our parks and green spaces. They are the 
most used aspect of local authority leisure provision and 
COVID-19 has further highlighted their importance for our 
health and well-being. 

An annual figure will allow you to look at things such as cost 
per person visit and compare this to other leisure provision. 
It will allow you to track change over time, benchmark 
against other parks and attractions using widely available 
national data sets and it will allow you to build a case for 
investment. It will also help in business planning especially 
where there are commercial facilities such as cafes on site.  

Approaches covered 

This document covers a range of approaches including on 
site counters, such as Passive Infrared Sensors, RadioBeam 
and Pressure Slab Sensors, and Wi-Fi sensing technology. 

Visitor Counter Guidance 



 

Considerations 

There are several factors that will influence how you 
approach counting visitors. 

Arrival points and site permeability 

Whilst many traditional parks will have fixed entrances many 
more natural spaces and recreation grounds tend to have 
more permeable boundaries where people can access the 
site at almost any point.  If your site has many entrances or 
possible points of entry then counters which rely on 
detecting and counting people as they pass a fixed point will 
not be helpful. Instead, technology which counts people in 
the space either through detection of digital devices or 
volunteer supported counts/ VOS may prove more useful. 

If you are using on site counters at entrances there is also a 
need to consider how people come onto site. If there is a 
vehicle entrance and separate pedestrian entrances you 
may need a car counter and people counters with your total 
being a calculation of pedestrian visitors added to the 
number of cars multiplied by the average visitors per car.  

Remember, you don’t necessarily need to cover every 
entrance. You could use a quick site-based study to establish 
relative use of different entrances. If you have a park with 
say 10 entrances and can calculate that say the 2 main 
entrances account for 80% of the total visitor numbers then 
simply installing counters at these entrances and adding 
20% to visitors counted will give you an approximate total. 

Budget and available resources  

The initial capital budget will depend on the approach 
chosen, number of units and supplier, but the case studies 
below give some indicative costs. As well as an initial capital 

budget, systems will require maintenance, may have annual 
licence agreements and will need regular inspection, so 
having a revenue allocation is also important. 

Models that do not have the ability to send data to the 
internet will also need regular data retrieval and whether 
there is capacity to do this should be considered. 

You could also think about volunteers. Do you have a group 
or individuals who can help run a study or calibrate 
automated counters?  

Remoteness of the location 

Some systems rely on a power source, others on being able 
to have a mobile phone signal. Battery operated systems 
will need to be checked for battery levels and systems that 
require physical data retrieval will also need to be visited.  

Further advice  

If you would like to speak to us about anything in this 
guidance, we would love to hear from you. We are always 
happy to use our experience to help you think through a 
project and determine the best possible approach.  

If there is demand then we will be happy to produce guides 
on alternative techniques. 

Sharing data 

If you are gathering data about use of your space please do 
consider sharing data with CFP by contacting us at 
info@cfpuk.co.uk. We continue to grow a national data 
collection around use of parks and greenspaces to support 
future research and advocacy.  

 
 
 
 

Within Nottingham, four sites, including Victoria Embankment 
Memorial Gardens and Colwick Country Park have been fitted 
with Horizon WISEParks Wi-Fi Sensing.  The counters were 
initially part of a project by Nottingham University under the 
Rethinking Parks funding stream. The counters work by 
detecting the number of Wi-Fi enabled devices within range.  
 
They were installed in spring 2019. Before this, a survey was 
carried out to gauge views on the use of Wi-Fi sensing devices. 
This showed a poor understanding of Wi-Fi technology and 
some unfounded concerns over unauthorised use of personal 
data and “big brother” monitoring. Before installing this 
technology, it will be key to inform park users that Wi-Fi 
sensing is being used, educate them on its uses and ensure 
measures are in place to protect privacy. Any personally 
identifiable data must be handled securely. 
 

System Costs 
Each device costs around £50. In Nottingham City Council’s 
case, costs of running the server and the resources to handle 
and analyse data are undertaken by Nottingham University. 

Case Study:  
Nottingham City Council 
Various Sites 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data from the devices is sent straight to the University of 
Nottingham server.  

Rather than counting the actual number of visitors, the Wi-Fi 
Sensing technology measures ‘busyness’. It is possible to 
calculate visitor numbers using the devices, however, ground 
truthing must be carried out at site beforehand to calibrate 
the counters by determining the average number of Wi-Fi 
enabled devices carried by each visitor. 

Data Uses 

At present, Nottingham City Council is establishing baselines 
for its sites. However, ideas for the future include establishing 
the difference in busyness between the café/play area zone 
and the plant shop zone at Woodthorpe Park or before and 
after the restoration project at Victoria Embankment 
Memorial Garden, as well as investigating changes in busyness 
at the same site over time.  

Issues 

Devices can be either mains powered or battery operated. If 
battery powered the devices will need the batteries replacing 
after three days. Devices may also occasionally need 
rebooting. 

mailto:info@cfpuk.co.uk


The Healthmatic footfall system was installed at Caldecott 
Park, Rugby in 2018.  

The system initially started as a way to count the number of 
people using Healthmatic toilets but has now been 
expanded to cover wider uses. The counters use Passive 
Infrared Sensors (PIR) to count visitors passing the detector. 
Visitors are counted when the sensor detects a change in 
temperature as an individual walks past. 

Case Study:  
Rugby Borough Council, 
Caldecott Park 

System Costs 
Rugby Borough Council paid £1,750 for one counter to be 
installed on the main entrance to Caldecott Park. As well as 
the initial installation fee, the Council pay an additional 
annual running cost of £360.  

Data Collection and Analysis 
With the visitor count from the main entrance, staff are able 
to calculate total footfall using a formula developed through 
a previous people count which identified that 60% of all park 
users come through the main gate.  

Information is collected remotely via the cloud and can be 
accessed through an online portal. 

Data Uses 
Staff use the data in a number of ways, filtering it to show 
the number of visitors by hour, week or month. For 
example, in 2020, there were an estimated 411,545 visitors 
to Caldecott Park, 12.2% of whom attended in June, making 
this the busiest month. Comparisons between January 2020 
and January 2021 have also shown a 65% increase in visitor 
numbers. 

This is useful for monitoring use of the site and informing 
decisions about the park. 

Issues 
Staff at Rugby Borough Council have experienced no 
reliability issues since the system was installed in 2018. 

That said, others have reported limitations when using the 
online user interface, which does not offer an option to 
output data in a format that allows further analysis. 

 

There are two systems used at Telford Town Park. Seven of 
the access points to the site have battery-powered 
Chambers units which were installed in 2010. In 2015, 
Countwise digital counters were installed in the main foyer 
at the Visitor Centre. 

The Chambers units use RadioBeam technology to count 
people as they pass through a beam emitted by the unit. The 
Countwise digital counter is known as I-Count. An overhead 
sensor captures video of visitors, using shape recognition 
and motion detection to calculate visitor numbers. 

System Costs 
Telford Town Council paid £1,790 for the Chambers units 
and £2,690 for the Countwise unit. There is also an 
additional £590 plus VAT per year for a Countwise Licence 
and Support. 

Data Collection and Analysis 
The Chambers units require manual retrieval, and data is 
downloaded from each unit as a spreadsheet using a data 
cube. Countwise allows retrieval remotely via a direct 
Internet connection. 

 

Data Uses 
Telford Town Council has found the data helpful in justifying 
resource requests. The Countwise system allows data to be 
outputted easily into a presentable visual format that can be 
shown to Senior Managers for consideration or to other 
departments who request visitor data. 
 
Estimates for annual visits to the Visitor Centre in 2019 were 
192,931. However, no other sites in Telford use the same 
system, making comparisons between sites difficult. Instead, 
the Council tend to use the data to compare visitor numbers 
between years.  

Issues 
There have been issues around collecting data and changing 
the batteries in the Chambers units. The posts can also 
become damaged, and the beams used to count visitors 
misaligned. Staff at Telford Town Council are currently 
looking into rolling out the Countwise system into the wider 
park or utilising the CCTV cameras to incorporate a counting 
system. 

Case Study:  
Telford Town Council 
Telford Town Park 



 

Within Walsall, four sites have visitor counters installed. 
These are Palfrey Park, Reedswood Park, Walsall Arboretum 
and Willenhall Memorial Park. 

All of the devices are Chambers RadioBeam. Visitors are 
counted as they pass through a beam emitted by the device, 
usually across a pathway or entrance. 

The systems have been in place since 2017. 

System Costs 
Units cost around £1,900 with additional costs for 
installation and training. Walsall Council purchased 20 
devices, with installation and training costing around £9,600. 
Each wireless receiver costs an additional £650. There are no 
ongoing costs but Walsall Council initially paid around 
£1,500 for data management. 

Data Collection and Analysis 
The data is collected manually using a data cube which is 
connected to the device. This is where all the data is stored 
and where it is downloaded from onto laptop. 

Public Health Intelligence, a separate government 
organisation, analyse and interpret the data for Walsall 
Council.  

Data Uses 
The data collected has been used to show how well used the 
parks have been during the COVID-19 Lockdowns, and has 
been compared with data from the preceding year. For 
example, an increase of over 40% between 2019 and 2020 
was recorded at Palfrey Park, Willenhall Memorial Park and 
Reedswood Park. 

At Walsall Arboretum, the data plays an important role in 
demonstrating how well used the site is and justifying 
continued support and external funding. When used in 
conjunction with event attendance figures, the data has also 
helped attract sponsorship for specific events and activities, 
and to demonstrate footfall when advertising park 

concessions. Other uses include identifying peaks in visitor 
numbers and calculating how much a person visit to the 
park costs. In 2018/19, visitor numbers were 1,010,500 
making the cost per person visit less than 50p. In future, 
staff hope to formalise this to strengthen the case for 
continued funding for Walsall Arboretum. 

Issues 
Walsall Council have reported some reliability issues which 
have resulted in a loss of data and some dependability 
issues with the data collected. Ensuring the devices are 
running effectively can also be time consuming.  

Case Study:  
Leicestershire County Council,  
Snibston Country Park 

Case Study:  
Walsall Council 
Various Sites 

Leicestershire County Council plan to install Linetop 
Pressure Slab Sensors on the mountain bike trails at 
Snibston Country Park.  

The Slab Sensors were recommended to the Council by the 
mountain bike trail designer as a lightweight and cost-
effective solution. They are currently waiting to be installed. 

The sensors are buried underground, beneath a path, and 
sense walkers or bikes passing over them as they place 
pressure on the slabs. 

The devices can recognise the “bump-bump” acoustic 
signature from cycles passing over them, therefore, can 
distinguish between cycles and walkers. 

System Costs 
For two devices and software, Leicestershire County Council 
paid around £1,000. 

Data Collection and Analysis 
Data must be collected manually from the data logger using a 
data cube. The small data cube must be removed and 
connected to a laptop or other device running specialist 
software supplied by Linetop.  

Data Uses 
The devices will be used to measure levels of use on the 
mountain bike trails once they have been installed.  


