
Legal framework for Street Play 

 

Introduction 

There is a need for the Street Play project to establish clear guidance (based on 
existing legislation) from which local authorities can confidently enable residents to 
close their streets to through traffic on a regular basis for the purpose of enabling 
children to use the space for play. The legal framework to support street closures 
should meet the following criteria: 

• Available to all local authorities across England 
• Enables residents to safely close road to traffic as often as they decide / agree 
• Affordable and straightforward for local authorities  
• No cost involved to residents 
• Straightforward application procedure for residents (no more than one form 

per year and basic written consultation with neighbours) 
• It is clear that people are responsible for their own behaviour as normal 
• Residents not required to take out insurance 
• Signage/barrier requirements are simple and manageable for residents 
• Objections do not carry power to prevent the order 

The onus on local authorities to use paid advertising to give notice on all road 
closures was due to be relaxed by the Department for Transport in April this year. 
This would have allowed Local Authorities to put public notices up on their websites 
saving up to £2000 per notice on printed advertisement costs. In mid-April, 
Secretary of State for Transport, Norman Baker said he had ‘decided to not change 
the present arrangements at this point’ following representations from MPs and 
publishers despite a clear majority of responses from local government being in 
favour of the proposed change. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Existing legal framework 

 

 1847 Town Police Clauses Act 

The 1847 Act is used by many local authorities to enable events and street parties. 
More recently used by Bristol, Oxford, Hackney and Brighton & Hove to allow single 
annual application for multiple road closures for play (up to 3 hours/week) – 
currently known as ‘Temporary Play Street Orders’ (TPSO). 

Positives: 

• Relatively easy to implement, minimal bureaucracy, no requirement for 
permanent signage. (Bristol’s ‘TPSO’ guidelines based on ‘Playing Out’ model 
where neighbours physically close road to through traffic using temporary 
signage, with stewarded car access for residents only). 

• Flexible: Enables councils to make order to close street “whenever it is 
thronged…or likely to be obstructed” i.e. not just for special events 

• No limit on number or length of closures. 
• Already being successfully used by a number of local authorities. 

  

Issues/questions: 

• Archaic – pre-dates cars, may be rescinded at a future date 
• May not be agreeable for some councils as potentially contestable by critics 
• Power is officially given to police authority (though most have delegated this 

to local highway authority) 
• DfT have suggested this legislation may be open to challenge in the courts 
• Not applicable in London (although has been used in Hackney) 
• Some neighbourhood groups prefer a more permanent play solution for their 

street preferring to opt for a Play Street using the Road Traffic Regulation 
Act 1984. 

 Link to Town Police Clauses Act 1847, http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/Vict/10-
11/89/contents 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1984 Road Traffic Regulation Act chapter 27 (Part II, section 16) 

The 1984 Act is used by many local authorities (including those in London) to enable 
events and street parties. Some now considering using it to allow Temporary Play 
Street Order or similar e.g. Enfield, Hertfordshire, Norwich 

Positives: 

• More up to date and universally applicable across England & Wales 
• Possibility could allow for regular closures on one street under a single 

annual order (see section 16B, 6) – This needs clarification 

Issues/questions: 

• Despite guidance from DfT, some confusion amongst local authority officers 
regarding procedural requirements (and cost), especially in relation to 
advertising, insurance and signage 

• Order may only last 3 days unless agreed by Secretary of State (this has now 
happened in Norwich) 

• Not clear whether informal street play constitutes a “relevant event” 
• If only one order allowed per year, could prevent streets from having annual 

street party and TPSO, unless applied for under same order 

Link to Road Traffic Regulation Act 1984, temporary road 
closures:  http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1984/27/section/16A 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1984 Road Traffic Regulation Act, Part III, sections 29 & 31 

The Street Playgrounds clause, gives LAs power to temporarily prohibit traffic on 
roads to be used as playgrounds (‘Play Streets’) and to make bylaws. In the 1950s 
and 60s there were nearly 700 play streets in London, most ‘Play Streets’ have fallen 
out of use i.e. signs still in place but not adhered to by drivers. Some London 
boroughs and other LAs are looking into using this to designate new permanent ‘Play 
Streets’ where residents want them (e.g. Waltham Forest, Haringey). 

  

Positives: 

• Clear piece of legislation unequivocally allowing restriction of traffic for 
children’s play 

• Long history and tradition 
• Fixed signage may help increase awareness amongst drivers 
• Provides residents with flexibility to decide the frequency the street will be 

closed for play (e.g. 2-6pm weekends, April-Sept or 4-7pm, Tuesday and 
Thursday). 

• Already being successfully used by a number of local authorities 
  

Issues/questions: 

• This can include fixed signage and Traffic Regulation Order (Waltham Forest 
LA are not putting in signage for their Play Streets although residents are 
keen on them). Costs have been quoted between £2,000 and £25,000 per 
street (probably in reality closer to £4000) – therefore unlikely to be 
available to every street. 

• Not clear what guidelines/procedures would be in place to make safe (fixed 
signs alone unlikely to be sufficient in current climate except in Homezones 
or similar) 

• Some streets feel it is too permanent/ fixed – prefer to re-apply annually to 
ensure continued support from residents and to adjust timings etc. to suit 
demand. 

Link to Road Traffic Regulation Act 1984, permanent Play 
Streets:  http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1984/27/section/29 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Options for the Street Play project 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 OPTION BENEFIT RISK MITIGATION 

1 Provide advice and 
guidance for local 
authorities based 
on existing 
legislation 

Existing 
projects can 
continue; on 
the principle of 
‘what works’ 

Confusion remains, 
possible duplication 

Clear signposting in any 
guidance produced by the 
project 
 
Examples and case studies 
based on different legislation 
 
Map legislation used by local 
authorities. 

2 Request non-
binding guidance 
from DfT 

Clarify the 
position on the 
use of current 
legislation 

 

Further advice from 
DfT may lead to 
challenge or close 
existing projects 
based on TPSO’s 

Increase length of 
time/ complexity of 
implementing street 
closure 

Partners continue to provide 
current advice. 
 
Partners support DfT draft 
new guidance in consultation 
with steering group. 

3 Lobby for a change 
in the primary 
legislation 

Clarify the legal 
framework 

Explicit support 
for resident-led 
street closure 

Unwillingness of DfT 
or politicians to 
support change 

May take longer than 
the lifetime of the 
project 

Partners reach interim 
agreement on short-term and 
longer-term position.  
 
Partners support DfT in 
drafting based on case studies 
and consultation with the 
steering group. 


