Oxfordshire aims to improve school safety with new ANPR-backed school streets scheme
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Oxfordshire County Council has launched a consultation on a proposed school streets scheme to enhance safety and reduce traffic outside St Birinus School and Willowbrook Community School, both located on Mereland Road in Didcot. The scheme involves the installation of Automatic Number Plate Recognition (ANPR) cameras to restrict vehicle access during school drop-off and pick-up times, with active hours from 8am to 9am and 2.30pm to 3.30pm. The cameras would monitor entry points to the designated streets and issue penalty charge notices automatically to drivers of non-exempt vehicles entering the restricted area during these periods. Residents living within the school street zones can register their vehicles as exempt to maintain access, according to the council's proposals.
This initiative forms part of a wider strategy by Oxfordshire County Council to use ANPR technology for enforcing school street closures across multiple schools in the county. Earlier in 2024, the council approved similar installations outside five primary schools in Oxford and Didcot that had been trialling timed road closures with volunteers. The switch to ANPR cameras aims to ensure consistent enforcement regardless of volunteer availability and has been introduced following incidents where volunteers managing road closures faced threats and abuses. Schools involved in the broader programme include Manor Primary in Didcot, St Mary and St John Church of England Primary, Sandhills Community Primary, Tyndale Community Primary, and New Hinksey Church of England Primary.
While the council asserts that school streets can create safer environments by significantly reducing traffic congestion and enabling safer pedestrian spaces for children and families, some local councillors have expressed reservations. Ian Snowdon, a Didcot West district and county councillor, voiced concerns about the extensive coverage and the proposed installation of multiple cameras around St Birinus and Willowbrook schools. He questioned the availability of safe park-and-ride options nearby and cautioned against assuming that a scheme successful in one location could be directly replicated in another without adjustment. David Rouane, leader of South Oxfordshire District Council and a Didcot councillor, highlighted the challenges pedestrians face in busy school areas and supported the pilot, noting that trials are necessary to identify any unintended consequences. He also pointed out that traffic reduction schemes tend to be more feasible in Oxford due to greater alternative routes for diverted traffic.
The discussion around school streets reflects a broader county-wide approach to improving road safety and encouraging active travel among school children. Oxfordshire's 'School Streets' programme aims to increase walking, cycling, and scooting, with timed road closures enforced by ANPR cameras dedicated solely to school drop-off and pick-up times. This initiative is part of a larger enforcement expansion, as recent council approvals indicate plans to deploy ANPR cameras at 20 new locations county-wide to enforce various traffic restrictions, including bus lanes and no-entry points, with fines set at £70, reduced to £35 if paid promptly.
The trial periods at schools like St Birinus and Willowbrook will test the suitability of this approach in a suburban setting, seeking to balance safety improvements with practical access needs. The councils remain open to feedback from local communities as part of the consultation process to ensure that the measures implemented provide tangible benefits without undue disruption.
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