JUNE
Playing out

Part of the Transition Movement philosophy is not to simply
moan about a problem, but to imagine how we can change
something in our local area to change how we live to address
the problem. This article was inspired by the Transition
Movement’s co-founder Rob Hopkins book “From What Is To
What If”, asking us to imagine a better world then put our
dreams into action.

We may moan that children these days spend too much time
indoors, playing video games or looking at screens and that
they don’t play outside like they used to in the 70s and before.
But this is true: there are more cars, less outdoor space to play,
and parents are fearful of letting their children roam. A 2007 poll
found that 71% of adults played out on their street every day
when they were young compared to only 21% of children today.
Research has shown that this is a real problem for our society
and for the future lives of those children. Neuroscientist and
psychobiologist Jaak Panksepp writes that growing up with
insufficient opportunities for what he calls “real play” can lead to
depression and other adversity, including an increased
susceptibility to ADHD. Worryingly Stephen Moss in 2012
highlighted that 35,000 children in England are being prescribed
antidepressants, and one in ten has been diagnosed with a
mental health disorder. Play is vital in early brain development.
It teaches us social skills, cooperation, creativity and conflict
resolution. Play can develop empathy, enable children to



manage risks, gain confidence and independence to become
resilient, self reliant, entrepreneurial and adventurous adults.
Not to mention the more obvious benefits to physical health,
including balance, hand eye coordination and learning skills like
cycling; children just need ample space in order to play
energetically.

So what can we do about it?

The founders of “Playing Out”, sometimes called “Play Streets”
have found a solution. Inspired by a street closure for the
Queens Diamond Jubilee in 2012, when residents in Bristol
were surprised at how much fun they had, how it brought the
community together and how all the children had such fun
playing with chalk or skipping ropes, they started closing their
street more regularly in order for their children to play outside. It
was surprising that, despite the feeling that imagination has
been suppressed, that just giving children space meant their
natural creativity grew again, spontaneously, with all sorts of
traditional games, hopscotch, bikes, skateboards, scooters,
people singing, dancing, conversation, chess, dominoes- all
kinds of fun play!

“Playing Out” now happens in 500 streets across the country, in
Bristol where 60 streets close on a regular basis, and also in
Leeds, Hackney, Worthing and North Tyneside. They have
become a vibrant national movement focussed on improving
the health, happiness and sense of belonging of children.

Have there been any problems? In Howard Road Bristol, some
older residents became upset about the chalk pictures left



behind, so a compromise was met where washing them off
became part of the game, there wasn’t chalk every time, and it
was limited to a smaller area. However because of the
increased community cohesion, when a real antisocial
behaviour problem from older lads on quad bikes occurred, the
community was better able to come together and respond. And
it’s not just the children that have benefitted, older residents find
it’s nearly impossible not to be affected by the joy of children
and have seen a reduction of depression and loneliness,
parents have chance to meet each other, and the community
becomes a safer space with children knowing who they can turn
to if a parent isn’t around.

In Bristol, the City Council has added a new Temporary Streets
Play Order meaning groups can apply for a whole years worth
of dates in one go, rather than having to apply for each one at a
time. For example, Howard Road in Bristol is closed for two
hours after two weeks, from April to October, and in the winter,
one Sunday every month. What if we could have something like
this in Wellington? Outdoor play is actually a human right, as
set out in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, where
it states in General Comment 17 that governments are
expected to ‘respect, protect and fulfil’ this right.

Somerset Council are supportive of this, and “Playing Out” is
even mentioned on their website https://www.somerset.gov.uk/
community-leisure-and-tourism/guide-to-organising-community-
events/.

Lots of guidance is available on https://playingout.net/, so if you
live on the kind of street that could see a pause in traffic, even




just for a short time, why not get together with other parents and
see if you could make it happen!



