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event areas for long/triple jump, pole vault, 
high jump, steeplechase, discus, hammer, 
shot putt and javelin. Certain field events 
use runways whereas others require the 
use of a cage. These types of facilities form 
the bulk of athletics facilities in the UK.

More recently there has been a move towards 
non-traditional designs for athletics with the 
use of running trails (ActiveTracks) or Compact 
and Mini Tracks. These types of facilities suit 
school and community sites and will often be 
the catalyst for children to get into athletics 
outside of a traditional track setting. 

Should I consider having a football pitch in 
the middle, rather than fi eld event sports? 
The central infield of an athletics track gives 
enough space for a reasonably sized football 
pitch and will give a potential income source. 
If the infield is natural turf, then it could be 
used both as a football pitch and an athletics 
field event area. A regular maintenance regime 
would be required to ensure that after usage 
the area remains in good condition for both 
sports. If the infield comprised a 3G surface 
then the athletics field events would need to 
be accommodated outside the running oval.

What standards are there for the design 
and construction of athletics tracks?
The World Athletics Track and Field Facilities 
Manual covers the design, layout and 
specific dimensions for the elements of an 
athletics track with extremely high accuracy. 
From a construction perspective, SAPCA’s 
Code of Practice for the Construction and 
Maintenance of Athletics Tracks (updated 
in 2021) is a detailed document outlining all 
aspects of athletics track construction.

What are the main considerations 
when building an athletics track?
As with all sports facilities, the facility owner and 
the design team need to consider the number and 
type of user groups of the proposed facility. A 
major consideration will always be to demonstrate 
a need for the track – in relation to other local and 
regional facilities – as this may impact on funding 
support from NGBs and others. There is a strong 
stock of 400m athletics tracks and therefore new 
full-size facilities need to be carefully planned. 
Consultation with NGBs, sports councils and 
local authorities is key. They might suggest a 
smaller-scale facility to meet local demand.

Do I need planning permission?
Yes, formal planning consent needs to be sought 
from the relevant local authority. The location 
and layout, drainage design, surface type, use 
of permanent equipment – such as throw cages 
and floodlighting – will all need to be considered, 
along with the visual and acoustic impact. The 
site owner or client is responsible for obtaining 
planning consent and may wish to appoint a 
consultant to prepare and submit the application.

Do I need lighting?
The use of lighting is not an essential requirement 
for an athletics facility, but for year-round use 
it is essential. When designing the lighting, 
consideration should be given as to whether 
the system will need to light the central infield 
and jumping areas to allow for field events too.

What options do I have when it comes 
to the design of the facility?
A traditional athletics track will have a 
combination of a running oval (six or eight 
lanes) with sprint straights and series of field 

So you want to build 
an athletics facility?

SportsNation and SAPCA answer some of the most 
common questions asked when planning a project
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What are the typical costs associated 
with developing an athletics track?
Due to the ongoing volatility in the construction 
industry in the UK, the cost of developing 
sports facilities is changing constantly. A new 
eight-lane track with its associated field event 
facilities would, at the time of writing (July 
2022), start at around £1m. The extent of 
ground works, type of surface and number of 
lanes will also have an impact on the cost.

In order to keep abreast of this cost volatility, 
the current advice would be to open dialogue 
with SAPCA, the UK trade association for the 
sport construction industry, which will be able to 
advise on the ongoing situation as it develops.

Which di� erent track surfaces are there? 
There are principally four different surface 
types for track surfacing systems – a porous 
option and three non-porous ones, namely 
solid cast polyurethane (PU), sandwich 
(composite), and prefabricated tracks. 

Porous track systems are formed with a PU 
bound rubber crumb base layer, with a spray 
applied topcoat to give a texturised running 
surface. These surfaces are the most cost effective 
to install and can be cleaned and re-sprayed when 
the wearing layer shows signs of deterioration.

Solid cast PU systems are formed by mixing 
PU materials in-situ (on site) and laid in layers 
which are allowed to cure. The top layer is 
often formed using EPDM granules embedded 
into the final layer of PU. These surfaces are 
more expensive but are also considered harder 
wearing and often used for competition venues.

Sandwich track systems are a combination of 
the first two. They have a base layer, comprising 
a PU bound rubber crumb, with a top layer 
formed using EPDM granules embedded into a 

PU sealer coat layer. These systems offer a more 
cost-effective version of a solid PU track surface, 
while retaining the harder wear characteristics.

Prefabricated systems comprise a factory 
produced rubber compound rolled out sheet, 
which is preformed and bonded together on 
site forming a consistent surface that is fixed 
to the base layer beneath the track surface.

Which surfaces are most popular at club level?
In the UK the porous track systems are most 
popular primarily due to the lower capital 
cost at the time they are constructed, and the 
material is more easily laid in the UK climate.

How much maintenance will the track need?
There is no such thing as a ‘maintenance free’ 
sports surface and all polymeric track surfaces 
will require a degree of maintenance. Properly 
maintaining a track is of vital importance as it 
prolongs the life of the surface, while helping it 
retain its appearance and provide a consistent 
and safe environment for athletes to run and 
jump on. Regular maintenance procedures 
include clearing leaves and detritus through 
brushing, washing, cleaning and the application 
of moss and weed treatments. At times, a full 
mechanical cleaning will also be required.

What is the typical “life expectancy” 
of an athletics track?
With a correct maintenance regime in place 
and timely remedial works being undertaken 
whenever the surface is damaged or high 
wear occurs, an athletics track could last up 
to 25 years. A lack of maintenance, or failure 
to carry out the required remedial works, can 
significantly lower the lifespan and will result 
in a track needing to be resurfaced sooner.

In the UK, porous track 
systems are popular due 
to their lower capital cost
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