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Introduction 









Having a grumble is all part of being British, isn't it? We all like whingeing about the weather – one minute it's too hot, the pavements are melting and there is a hose-pipe ban in force, and the next it's too cold, the roads haven't been gritted, the railways are at a standstill and the town centre is flooded. But the thing that really gets us all going is the bureaucratic red tape that, whatever its good intentions, now ties us all up in ridiculous red knots. 




  It's the European Union and their decrees on bendy bananas and bagpipe music; it's the Health and Safety Executive and their madcap policies on moving office furniture; it's schools that don't allow kids to play conkers or take part in three-legged races; it's the fear of litigation that forces manufacturers to print pointless disclaimers on their products; it's the worry of being branded racist/sexist/ageist/disablist for saying the wrong thing at the wrong time to the wrong person. 




  It's completely conkers. 
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The Kids Aren't All Right 


 



Once upon a time, children walked to school, played football in the playground and sat on Santa's knee at Christmas time. Things haven't changed that much – or have they? 






ALLERGIC TO COMMON CONKER SENSE 


There have been numerous reports of the seasonal sport of conkers being banned due to health and safety concerns – usually because of worries that an out-of-control horse chestnut might cause physical damage to person or property. An autumn can no longer pass without word of yet another school banning the activity on the pretence of protecting its pupils from hideous and disfiguring conker injuries. The head teacher of Bookwell Primary School in Cumbria went one step further, barring conkers because of the minute possibility that it could trigger reactions in children with nut allergies. 




  The Anaphylaxis Campaign remains completely unaware of anyone having experienced a severe reaction from exposure to conkers and branded the move an overreaction. In a stunning display of common sense, they suggested that it would be far simpler if children with nut allergies steered clear of conkery fun during break times. 












THE MIND GOGGLES 




Concerned that flying fragments from conkers could cause eye injuries, the head teacher of Cummersdale Primary School in Cumbria decided to take the matter of conker safety into his own hands. 




  Rather than impose a blanket ban on the playground pastime, he instead offered to drill holes into the conkers himself, thus ensuring that pupils would not be involved in the dangerous preparation phase. He then purchased four pairs of industrial safety goggles and ruled that children could only play at conkers on the school grounds if they donned the protective eyewear. 












A SANDSTORM IN A TEACUP 




Over the decades, many a child has spent an enjoyable afternoon playing in the sandpit at the local park or recreation ground. It could be a battleground for toy soldiers, a construction site for Tonka diggers and dumpers, a place to build sandcastles or even the ideal location for burying your little sister so that only her head is visible. 




  But things have changed. Where once the humble sandpit was de rigueur at any self-respecting playground, it's now becoming a rarity. In one survey of local authority-managed playgrounds, less than two per cent had a children's sandpit. As always, most of the authorities put the blame fairly and squarely on health and safety considerations – one even erroneously stated that playing in a sandpit could cause children to develop athlete's foot infections. The real reason these facilities are disappearing is far simpler: they cost money to maintain. Most local authorities just don't want to spend. Talk about burying your head in the sand to avoid responsibility! 












BALLS OFF THE MENU 




First it was salmonella from eggs, then it was mad-cow disease from beef. We're all familiar with the regular parade of media-hyped food scares plastered over our front pages. Although the risks are often incredibly small, it hasn't stopped old favourites being taken off supermarket shelves and restaurant menus throughout the country. 




  In the Cotswold town of Stow-on-the-Wold, however, an altogether different concern was raised regarding the inclusion of beef on the menu at the local primary school. The head teacher has banned meatballs from school dinners, believing that they could be deemed a choking hazard. 












IT'S ONLY A GAME 




If the media is to be believed, we now live in a shockingly aggressive society – alcohol-fuelled violence, knife crime and muggings are all, apparently, part of our everyday lives. But where did it all go wrong? Was it a slip of standards in education, the abolition of National Service or the ever-widening gap between rich and the poor? No – apparently our problems all stem from the game of musical chairs. 




  According to a booklet produced by the International Forum on Children and Violence – launched by Labour MP Margaret Hodge – musical chairs only rewards the fastest and the strongest and is far too aggressive a pastime for the delicate youths of today. Instead, they tell us, our children should indulge in less frenetic games and activities such as musical statues. They'll be taking their conkers away next… 












CRAFTY CROCODILES FACE EGGS-TINCTION 




'Right then, viewers, for today's make you'll need an empty washing up liquid bottle, a couple of toilet rolls, 




an egg box and a sheet of green sticky-back plastic.' Words that launched one-thousand-and-one epic Blue Peter craft projects. But children at an East Sussex primary school were deprived of their essential robot bodies and rocket boosters after their head teacher banned the use of egg boxes and loo rolls in craft lessons for fear of salmonella poisoning and infection. 




  Fortunately, after lengthy consultation with local council bosses, the situation has been cleared up and, after a seven-year absence, egg-box crocodiles and loo-roll binoculars are once again being made. Still, one question remains: where can you actually buy sticky-back plastic? 












LOLLIPOP IDLE 




Reinwood Community Junior School in Huddersfield prides itself as being a 'forward-thinking school where pupils, staff, governors and parents work together.' The progressive primary even has the motto, 'We always say I CAN.' This, however, proved to be in stark contrast to highways department officials at local Kirklees Council who, when asked to employ a lollipop lady to help children get across a busy road on their way to and from the school, answered with an unequivocal, 'We can't'. 




  For once the reason wasn't a lack of funds – quite simply it was because the road was deemed too dangerous for a lollipop lady to work safely. This, argued the parents and the pupils, was exactly the reason why a crossing patrol was needed, but the council remained adamant. Apparently, the council felt that a lollipop lady with a fluorescent jacket and a 6 ft stop sign was in more need of their protection than a bunch of traffic-dodging children. 












STOP AND SEARCH 




Ready to return triumphantly home with a carrier bag filled to the brim with glistening red conkers, four young lads from the West Sussex town of Littlehampton were thoroughly pleased with their afternoon's work of rummaging amongst the leaves and launching sticks at one of the town's impressive horse chestnut trees. However, by the time the seven-year-old boys made it home their bag of booty had been confiscated – in its place were four newly issued police stop-and-search forms. 




  Their fun-filled afternoon had been cut short by the intervention of the long arm of the law in the form of an officious WPC, who, claiming incorrectly that the tree was protected by a preservation order, confiscated their haul and issued them with the obligatory paperwork. Quite what happened to the conkers remains unclear, although the local desk sergeant is rumoured to have been seen purchasing large quantities of malt vinegar and nail varnish. 
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PC SAYINGS 


A non-discretionary fragrance – body odour 


Academic dishonesty – cheating 


Cooperative physical fitness – sex 



Energy efficient – switched off 















ON YER BIKE 


Kids, on the whole, don't get enough exercise these days. One would think, therefore, that if a child wanted to cycle to and from school each day they would be applauded as not only is it good for their health, it's also a very green way of getting about. But when a ten-year-old boy from Port Solent, Hampshire, decided to pedal his way to lessons he was told it was a big no-no – unless his mother drove behind him all the way and then took his bike home with her. 




  Apparently, the problem is that the road outside the school is too congested – with parents in cars dropping their kids off at the school. Of course, if the pupils were allowed and encouraged to cycle to school (like they did in the good old days) then there would be less traffic, it would be safer and there would be less pollution. But then mum wouldn't have an excuse to drive her Chelsea tractor, would she? 











SPF – THAT'S SCOUT PROTECTION FACTOR 


Although it has always been common knowledge that you can start a fire by rubbing together two boy scouts, the only reason you're now allowed to touch one is if he's already burnt. Strange but true… sort of. 




  In an attempt to circumvent any accusations of inappropriate behaviour or abuse, the Scout Association has issued a missive stating that all leaders and adult helpers are banned from applying sunscreen to any cub or scout. The restriction, however, does not apply if said cub or scout is already burnt – at this point it is considered necessary first aid. Does that qualify for a merit badge of some sort? 












SUN-BLOCKED 




Even a child can understand the importance of wearing a high-SPF sunscreen during the summer months. Cancer Research UK states in its guidelines that a cream or lotion of at least SPF 15 should be applied regularly throughout the day. So when a seven-year-old schoolgirl from Bury St Edmunds took a cream recommended for children with her to school on a hot July day she was surprised to be told that it was not allowed in case it caused an allergic reaction in any of her classmates. The school's official solution was… wear a hat! 












THAT SINKING FEELING 




Learning to swim isn't easy. There's so much to think about; pulling those arms, kicking those legs, remembering to breathe and stay afloat all at the same time. For years, kids taking their first tentative strokes have been able to benefit from numerous flotation aids such as inflatable armbands, rubber rings and foam-filled floats. But all of this is starting to change thanks to another round of health and safety legislation. 




  The traditional rigid, foam floats that have helped so many youngsters take to the water have been banned by many pools over fears that other swimmers could be accidentally whacked by them. Learners at other public baths have been told they can no longer make use of the inflatable rings and armbands that are normally provided free of charge due to concerns that diseases and infections could be passed on when blowing them up. 




  If nothing else, the additional excitement of the fear of drowning should help accelerate the learning process. 












THAT'S NOT THE WAY TO DO IT 




The Punch and Judy show has successfully entertained children across the land for hundreds of years; its badly behaved characters and endless opportunities for audience participation make it an enduring favourite amongst young crowds. It seemed, therefore, a wonderful idea to include such a show as part of an arts event sponsored by Newcastle City Council aimed at encouraging children to express themselves. 




  But no sooner had the show's performer, Bo the Clown, squeaked his first 'Huzzah!' than the red- and white-striped curtains were forced to close. The organisers had received a complaint that Mr Punch's wife- and baby-beating antics promoted domestic violence. Although when Mr Punch cries out 'That's the way to do it!', the juvenile audience shouts back 'Oh no, it isn't!' – it seems this was completely lost on the person who made the complaint. No surprises there – it later transpired that the objector had never even seen the show. That's definitely not the way to do it. 












THE WRITING'S ON THE WALL FOR FOUNTAIN PENS 




Handwriting is rapidly becoming a thing of the past. With computers edging their way further into everyday life, the only reason most people seem to pick up a pen is to scribble down a telephone number or scratch out some notes. It's the same in schools. Well-constructed answers have been replaced with multiple-choice tick boxes and essays are now tapped out on a keyboard rather than being crafted longhand. But it's not just technology that has caused the QWERTY generation to forgo their fountain pens; the BSI (British Standards Institute) has also played its part. 




  Thanks to British Standard BS 7272-1, all pens are required to have a ventilated cap – in other words, an air hole – to prevent asphyxiation should a child somehow manage to swallow it. Pens that don't have this hole, such as fountain pens, are classed as adult jewellery and have to be sold with a disclaimer stating that they are only suitable for persons over the age of fourteen years. It's nice to know that you are considered old enough to use a pen without choking at the same age you are able to apply for a firearms certificate. But then we've always known that the pen is at least mightier than the sword. 












YEW'RE OUT OF HERE 




Described in Jane Austen's Northanger Abbey as 'the finest place in England', the 650-acre Blaise Castle estate on the outskirts of Bristol is a beauty to behold; its dramatic landscape and beautiful gardens making it a popular weekend haunt for families. 




  The peace and tranquillity of the park, however, was somewhat rudely interrupted in the spring of 2006 when workers from Bristol City Council, the owners of the estate, were brought in to rip up a hundred young yew trees that had been planted on a site adjacent to the children's play area. This was in response to a risk assessment that considered them unsafe, because yew berries can be poisonous. Although, as was pointed out by the award-winning conservationist Trevor Beer, you would have to consume handfuls of yew berries before feeling ill. 




  The most insightful commentary on the situation came from local mum Helen Santry, who remarked, 'Perhaps we should drain all the lakes, chop down the trees, fill in the gorge, identify and remove any plant or fungi that is poisonous and cover the grass with cotton wool?' 












YOU CAN'T HAVE YOUR CAKE AND EAT IT 




What better way to celebrate your sixth birthday than to offer your friends a nice big slice of extra squidgy chocolate cake – especially if it has been specially decorated with a layer of delicious icing and a bag of chocolate buttons? That's what little Emma Matthews' parents thought when they packed their daughter off to school with her birthday treat. But her celebrations were brought to a premature end long before the cake could be divided or even a single crumb consumed when her teacher declared that, according to food hygiene regulations, the tasty sponge was a health risk as the original packaging had already been opened. 




  At least Emma returned home at the end of the day with the cake still intact, albeit with an attached note from the teacher informing her parents of their health and safety breach – in my day that cake would have mysteriously found its way into the staff room by mid-morning break and would be but a memory by the time the bell sounded for lessons to resume. 
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CRAZY DISCLAIMERS 



Boots children's cough medicine – do not drive a car or operate machinery after taking this medication 




Harry Potter Thunderbolt Broomstick toy – does not really fly 
















HAT ATTACK 


It's unlikely the students of the US Navy Academy at Annapolis, Maryland, knew what they were starting when they threw their hats into the air in celebration of graduating way back in 1912. Their spontaneous action started a tradition that has been copied the world over. And what better way is there to show your joy and let off a little steam after all those exams and years of hard work? But hang on – what goes up must come down and what comes down could hurt someone. We'd better put a stop to that then! 




  That's the opinion of the health and safety bosses at Anglia Ruskin University, who put a stop to the practice after raising fears that the corners of errant incoming mortar boards could take a reveller's eye out. It puts a whole new spin on the idea of being injured in a mortar attack. 












HO HO HO, OFF YOU GO! 




With the promise of festive sweets and a gift-wrapped present, for many children (and a few adults), a trip to visit Santa's grotto at the local department store is an annual treat not to be missed. What better opportunity could there be to sit on Santa's knee and tell him face-to-beard what it is that you want in your Christmas stocking? It seems, however, that those days of knee-sitting are to be consigned to the past. 




  During training for its seasonal Santa staff, one London department store insists that any Father Christmas working on its premises does not 'promote or proactively seek' people to sit upon their knee and any child that does so must have been voluntarily placed there by its parents. In addition, the Santas are accompanied everywhere they go by an elf inspector [sic] to keep them in check. 




  One such Santa was given his marching orders after just three days into the job when a grandmother complained that she had been offended by the suggestion that she should sit on his knee. Ho, ho, ho? Bah Humbug! 




  But spare a thought also for our Australian cousins. Those training with the nation's largest supplier of Santa Clauses have been told to cry 'ha, ha, ha' instead of 'ho, ho, ho'. Why? Because they regard the word 'ho' as derogatory to females and fear that it could cause offence. 












WHEN IS A SCHOOL NOT A SCHOOL? 




Following the closure of the Watermead, Shirecliffe and Busk Meadow primary schools, a brand new £4.7 million educational establishment was built in Sheffield to serve the community. It has classrooms, teachers and 481 pupils, but it is not, however, a school. When governors were deliberating a name, they decided that the word 'school' sounded too institutional and had negative connotations. Instead, the sign at the gates welcomes you to 'Watercliffe Meadow: A Place for Learning'. The break with convention also extends to an absence of lesson bells and playground whistles and with children being encouraged to wear soft shoes indoors in an attempt to give the place a more welcoming atmosphere. It is unclear as to whether the local secondary school is likely to follow suit as 'A Place for Teenage Angst'. 












NO Bs PLEASE 




The head teacher of a primary school in Midlothian changed the names of two of its first year classes after some parents of pupils in 1b claimed that, although the split was purely alphabetical, it left their children feeling inferior to those placed in 1a. The classes were duly renamed 1ar and 1ap by incorporating the teachers' surnames into the new titles. 












ART ATTACK 




As part of a primary school art project, children were asked to paint pictures of people at work and write a short description of what they did underneath. When the artwork was displayed, a visiting school governor noticed a large number of spelling and grammar errors, and asked one of the teachers why these had not been corrected. 'So as not to discourage the children,' was the considered and caring response. The governor then noticed a single exception – the word 'fireman' had been crossed out and replaced with 'firefighter'. 
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