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TOWARDS A MORE
PLAYFUL, VIBRANT 
SOUTHWARK
Fiona Sutherland, London Play

fiona.sutherland@londonplay.org.uk 
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London Play
Established 1998, a small charity with a 
big vision:

“For every child in London to have the 
space, time and freedom to play outside 
daily, near to where they live.”
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How we work
Adventure play: supporting and championing 
London’s staffed adventure playgrounds

Doorstep play: helping residents reclaim 
streets, estates & public spaces with play

Campaigning: building public support for play, 
in collaboration with local groups plus leading 
London-wide campaigns

Advocacy: working with decision makers to 
influence policy and practice. 
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What is play?
“Play encompasses children’s behaviour 
which is freely chosen, personally directed 
and intrinsically motivated. 

It is performed for no external goal or 
reward and is a fundamental and integral 
part of healthy development – not only for 
individual children but also for the society 
in which they live.”

SUSAN ISAACS

“It’s what I do when everyone else stops 
telling me what to do.”

ONE CHILD’S DEFINITION
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Why does play matter?
Fundamental to healthy happy childhoods:

• Mental and physical health
• Emotional & social development
• Creativity and social skills
• Communication, cooperation

AND! to thriving, cohesive communities:

• Brings diverse residents together 
• Safer, friendlier streets
• More active travel, use of green space
• Free doorstep play is accessible to all

ARTICLE 31 UNCRC: RIGHT TO PLAY
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Kids in London need play!

• 1 in 4 children obese, mental health 
problems rising

• 1 in 4 live in overcrowded homes 
(~90,000 in temporary accommodation)

• Only one playground per 866 children, 
streets dominated by cars

• Only 27% play outside regularly; over 
half don’t get enough exercise

• Poorer areas, Black/Brown families, and 
SEND children have less access to play
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Why play isn’t prioritised

• Right to play not enshrined in English 
domestic law

• Children can’t vote: voices rarely heard

• Play has an ‘image problem’: seen as 
frivolous

• Strained public finances: non statutory 
services at risk
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Southwark’s play audit: a 
strong start
• 260+ play areas (60 parks/204 estates)

• 70% no major investment >12 years

• 53% not accessible

• Most in areas of deprivation

• £3m capital programme + Play Working 
Group established
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The policy moment
• Play Commission report 

• Planning Bill Amendment – 
proposed Play Sufficiency Duty

• All Party Parliamentary Group on 
Play established

• Call for National Play Strategy and 
funding for play
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From audit to action in 
Southwark

• Audit shows assets and gaps

• Lack information on quality of play, 
resident views

• National policy window for action

• Borough-wide Play Strategy can 
coordinate action
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Why a strategy matters
• Play beyond playgrounds: parks, streets, 

estates

• Ensure inclusivity – girls, teens, SEND, 
temporary housing

• Understand barriers (traffic, fear, 
maintenance)

• Connect play to council priorities: health, 
housing, safety, environment, culture

• Measure quality, not just quantity
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Listening & co-producing
• Co-production connects everything: 

inclusivity, barriers, quality

• Engage children, families & residents

• Prioritise excluded voices: girls, teens, 
SEND, temporary housing

• Combine audit data & lived experience

• Test ideas through pop-ups & pilots
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A Playful Southwark

• Develop a borough-wide Play Strategy
 
• Recognise play happens everywhere: 

playgrounds, parks, streets, estates

• Address barriers: safety, access, traffic, 
perception

• Embed engagement & co-production

• Focus on quality not just quantity

• Sustain coordination - keep the Play 
Working Group visible and resourced
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londonplay.org.uk 
londonplaystreets.org.uk I londonadventureplaygrounds.org.uk
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