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A waste of space
Claire Fox takes aim at local authorities for their zealous and bizarre
use of Public Space Protection Orders for silencing the necessary
noise and bustle of everyday life

I

n the build-up to the election, the life of
the political campaigns often happen on
the streets.
While we might despair of the lack of
choice between technocratic parties, the
public square at least becomes a vibrant
cacophony of argument and democratic
exchange:
A trip to the shops in any city centre can
mean being leafleted and lobbied by party
activists manning stalls; people knocking on
doors and talking politics and letter boxes
stuffed full of manifestos.
Undoubtedly, all this gets a bit boisterous,
but we consider it a sign of a healthy
democracy that there are loud and visible
signs of the election contest on our streets.
I’m surprised this aspect of electioneering
has survived councils’ new-found enthusiasm
for cleansing the public square. Surely by
now, some councillor would have issued
a Public Space Protection Orders (PSPO)
against anything as messy as politiking.
The eight PSPOs currently in force include
such gems as a ban on under-21s entering any
Oxford tower block unless they’re a visitor
or resident and Colchester’s prohibition of
motorists from entering a local retail park’s
car park between 6pm-6am unless shopping,
or face a £100 fine.
Details of the use of councils’ new
illiberal powers under the Anti-Social
Behaviour, Crime and Policing Act recently
hit the headlines when revealed by the antiregulation group the Manifesto Club (MC).
The MC argues that British local authorities
possess the most open-ended powers in
Europe and allow town halls to ‘ban pretty
much anything’.
There has been much defensive huffing
and puffing by council leaders and the Local
Government Association.
However well intentioned, it is hard not to
be cynical about motives when you examine
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specific cases. These often seem more in line
with councils pushing their own objectives in
spite of community interests.
For example, last year Norwich CC
was forced into a U-turn after a lively
community campaign stopped a byelaw
banning skateboarding, roller skating and
scooters from certain areas, including the war
memorial.

British local authorities
possess the most openended powers in Europe
and allow town halls
to ‘ban pretty much
anything’
Now the council is turning to PSPOs for
what cabinet member Keith Driver has called
‘a more flexible way forward for protection
of the war memorial’ ie to overturn their
U-turn.
MC director Josie Appleton describes ‘a
patchwork of criminal law where something
is illegal in one town but not in the next, or
in one street but not the next’. This makes it
‘hard for the public to know what is criminal
and what is not’.
In parts of Cambridge it is illegal merely to
possess an ‘open container of alcohol’.
Police inspector Matt Johnson explained to
a council meeting: ‘We get a number of calls
to the areas that have been highlighted for
anti-social behaviour, we turn up and we’re
faced with a group of people who are largely
not doing anything. We say hello and often
feel pretty powerless to actually do anything.’
But never fear, the local authority’s PSPO is
here.
Inspector Johnson goes on: ‘I see this

[PSPO] as an additional tool to deal with
things; a total ban on drinking would make it
easier to enforce because the culprits would
not have to be engaged in both drinking and
anti-social behaviour when confronted by the
police’.
Councillors argue this expansion of legal
sanction into otherwise lawful activity is
not disproportionate: it’s niche, targeting
only certain geographic areas. But this is
iniquitous, creating a one law for some and
not others.
Cambridge students needn’t fear for
their famed champagne picnics: the ban
doesn’t extend to the ‘frontages of university
colleges’, punts or student haunt Parker’s
Piece. Instead it is limited to such noncollegiate landmarks as the Sweet ‘N’ Spicy
take-away and Jimmy’s homeless night
shelter. In one fell swoop Cambridge CC
has institutionalised an iniquitous ‘town and
gown’ regime.
Rival Oxford is also keen to cleanse its
University City of anti-social elements. In
doing so it reveals the council’s prissy image
of city life.
When debating the issue on BBC Radio,
Cllr Dee Sinclair continually stressed
the aim of multiple PSPO proposals is to
stop anything which makes people ‘feel
uncomfortable’ because Oxford wants to be
a ‘world-class city’.
Doesn’t Cllr Sinclair understand that
world-class cities are not prettified spaces,
cleansed of busking youth, rough sleepers, or
old ladies feeding pigeons?
This mêlée may be a bit edgy for
municipal types, but what gives towns and
cities character are their bustling public
spaces, full of real people of all shapes and
sizes, an eccentric, esoteric social mix of
generations, cultures and lifestyles.
It is worth noting: democracy is not some
cozy, ‘comfortable’ space where no-one
bothers you.
Just as any election campaign would be
dead without canvassers harassing shoppers
or candidates hustling for our vote, so too
towns and cities will die if PSPOs are used to
squeeze out their vitality and sweep away the
very people that make them living, breathing
places worth hanging out in. n
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I keep hearing that this is the most
unpredictable election in British
history. But the outcome is not really
all that hard to guess. Either David
Cameron or Ed Miliband will be
Prime Minister and their parties will
continue to dominate Parliament.
The election remains a choice
between two white, Oxbridgeeducated men who have spent their
lives within the Westminster bubble.
Shouldn’t there be more to politics
than this?
If we really want to renew
democracy, locally and nationally, we
should radically open it up; involve
the people not by consulting them,
but by randomly selecting them to
become councillors and peers.
In the ancient world, elections were
often seen as an aristocratic method
of selecting leaders, offering choice
between the best society could offer.
The best way to represent the mass of
the people was to select politicians by
lottery, or ‘sortition’.
We already use this principle to
select over 400,000 people a year for
jury service. We could easily expand
the principle to the House of Lords,
which could be replaced by a People’s
Chamber of randomly selected
senators serving two-year terms.
Councils could use the same
principle to bring the public into
scrutiny, or even replace a quarter
of their members with sortitioners
– it would end one party states and
force a degree of negotiation between
political groups.
If the next Government introduces
local public accounts committees,
it should certainly select them by
lottery.
‘Sortition’ has the potential to bring
new kinds of leadership to the fore,
to reduce the grip of vested interests
and to force politicians to justify their
plans in detail to a jury of their peers.
The lotteries could be structured to
ensure they created genuinely diverse
institutions.
Unlikely though it may sound,
the best way to secure the future of
British democracy may be to leave it
entirely to chance. n
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