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“The most effective kind of education is that a child should play amongst lovely things.” 
Plato 

�
� � � � � � � � � 
� � 	
 
It is accepted without question that play is beneficial, but now more than ever play provides a 
targeted and effective response to the needs of children and young people in Scotland1: 

-  The open-ended learning through play has been linked to psychological and personal 
development,2 building crucial skills (physical, language) and attitudes (concentration, 
tolerance, perseverance)3. 

-  Play has a social dimension, and the interaction, negotiation and teamwork promoted by 
group play can play an important part in developing children’s social skills4. 

-  With 33 per cent of 12-year-olds in Scotland classified as obese or overweight5, the physical 
exertion involved in most play provides exercise, promotes physical co-ordination and 
develops motor skills6. 

 
Article 31 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child7 states: “State parties recognise the right 
of the child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of 
the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts.” 
 
If the Executive is to realise its vision of children as “confident individuals, effective contributors, 
successful learners, responsible citizens”8 (and the vision document explicitly recognises that 
“Children and young people should be active with opportunities and encouragement to participate in 
play and recreation, including sport.”) then it needs to support opportunities for children to play. 
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Defn.1) “For the purposes of the review, play meant what children and young people do when they 
follow their own ideas and interests, in their own way and for their own reasons…….Play is essential 
for children’s social, physical, intellectual, creative and emotional development. Play is the way 
children express their impulse to explore, experiment and understand.”9 
 
Defn. 2) “Play is first and foremost the process of a child’s own, self-directed learning and as such is 
a process that has a validity for all ages of children. It is such a vital component of a child©s life that 
the child©s capacity for positive development will be inhibited or constrained if denied free access to 
the broadest range of environments and play opportunities.”10 
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“Play provision can be a space, some facilities or equipment or a set of activities intended to give 
children the opportunity to play…. At its most successful, it offers children and young people as 
much choice, control and freedom as possible within reasonable boundaries. This is often best 
achieved with adult support, guidance or supervision. The children and young people may 
themselves choose play involving certain rules or, in some cases, informal sport.”11 
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In a study carried out for National Play Day in August 2005, the National Children’s Bureau12 found 
that children said that poor provision of play spaces, and the fear that the outdoor world is unsafe, 
leads them to stay indoors. Other supporting facts and figures produced at this time include (UK 
figures): 

·  Although the UK still has the highest child road-death rate in Europe, the volume of accidents 
is decreasing so that, in 2003, 186 children were killed and 4,000 injured. Incidences of child 
abduction have remained virtually unchanged since 1950. Despite these trends, fears for 
children’s safety have increased. The radius around the home in which children are allowed to 
roam has shrunk to a ninth of what it was in 1970. In 1971, 80% of seven- and eight-year-olds 
walked to school alone, in 1990 the figure had fallen to 9%.  

·  For every acre of play space there are 80 acres of golf club space.  
·  Playing fields have been lost at a rate of one a day in the last eight years. 

 
Barnardo’s Scotland would add that lack of access to play space also deprives children of important 
opportunities to socialise and risks leaving them bored and frustrated. A recent Scottish Children’s 
Reporter Administration report stated that “A lack of structured leisure activities was cited in social 
work reports as a factor contributing to offending behaviour for 59% of the sample.”13 
 
Detailed figures on play provision in Scotland are hard to come by. Responding to recent Scottish 
Parliament questions requesting the sums spent on play provision by local authorities and the 
amount of play space provided, the Executive stated that such figures are not held centrally. The 
Executive also indicated at this time that they had no plans to implement a Play Strategy for 
Scotland or to implement the recommendations of the Dobson Report (see below). 
 
The Scottish Executive currently funds Play Scotland14 as the lead agency for play in Scotland. 
However there is no Executive staff team devoted to play, which comes under Early Years provision. 
The Executive has published a physical activity strategy15 which is welcome but does not specifically 
relate to children – and of course physical activity is only one part of the play agenda. 
 
In the 2001 General Election the UK Government pledged that £200 million of National Lottery 
money would be earmarked for new and improved children’s play facilities. It has been confirmed 
that England’s £155 million share will be distributed to play projects via a designated Big Lottery 
Fund scheme16. The Big Lottery Fund will be announcing it’s funding criteria in Scotland on 
November 22nd, indications are that it is unlikely to have a designated fund for play. 
 
The Welsh Assembly has now published a comprehensive Play Policy17 and the associated 
Implementation Group have produced a series of detailed recommendations18. 
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Barnardo’s and the Children’s Play Council have recently completed a partnership project to 
administer Better Play19 - a four year £10.8 million England wide grant programme resulting in 225 
local schemes bringing better play opportunities to an estimated 80,000 children. Evaluation of the 
programme has provided a wealth of information on producing local play strategies, inclusive play 
provision, play in public space and environmental play. It is now clear that a significant body of best 
practice with regard to developing local play space now exists – if the political will and funding are in 
place. 
 
In May 2004, Barnardo’s was a project partner in a new report from The Green Alliance and Demos. 
“A Child’s Place: why environment matters to children”20. The report showed that outdoor play 
improves children’s health, well being and personal development. However children living in areas of 
high deprivation have restricted access to such opportunities. Barnardo’s therefore called on 
ministers and policy makers to provide more safe and accessible green play spaces for all children, 
particularly in disadvantaged neighbourhoods and provide the funding to enable local authorities to 
adequately supervise and maintain play areas. 
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The Children’s Inclusion Partnership (ChIP) project in Glasgow, run jointly by Barnardo’s and 
Stepping Stones for Families, has supported local parents campaigning for increased play space in 
their communities. A number of Barnardo’s services around Scotland, particularly those supporting 
disabled children and their families, see play provision as a crucial element of their support. 
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Barnardo’s Scotland agrees with the statement in Best Play (reference below) that “a body of 
knowledge has accumulated which allows the fundamental need for children’s play to be asserted”. 
Every Scottish child should have somewhere safe, accessible and challenging to play and we want 
to see Scottish Executive action on play in pursuit of this policy goal. Elements of such a strategy 
could include: 
 
1) Lessons from the Better Play project: 

-  the focus should be on providing quality, small-scale, local play areas, accessible to all 
children and young people; 

-  the poorest wards should be prioritised; 
-  consultation with local people should be used to determine local needs; 
-  ongoing funding support is needed (whether from lottery sources or elsewhere) to continually 

develop Scotland’s local play areas 
-  supervised play areas are more popular with both children and parents, and Community 

Wardens could be utilised in providing low level support 
 
2) Opportunities to increase the funding available for play provision: 

-  Play Scotland considers that there is a need for a specific ring fenced play fund of at least 
£20 million over 3 years, highlighting play as an important service for Scotland’s 1 million 
children and young people, and ensuring that it is distinguished from childcare, sport and 
other activities. This could be sourced from the Executive, Big Lottery or elsewhere; 

-  funding for play should be distributed in the context of community planning, so that each 
local authority area can identify need and resources can be distributed according to need. 

 
3) Recommendations from the Dobson Report, Getting Serious About Play, which was based on an 
extensive UK-wide consultation with children and young people, communities and the play sector: 

-  to create, improve and develop children and young people’s free local play spaces and 
opportunities throughout Scotland, according to identified need; 

-  to develop innovative practice in specific areas of children’s play provision: planning, design 
or delivery, where appropriate as identified by local needs; 

-  to create a support and development infrastructure to ensure local agencies are equipped to 
deliver the programme’s first two aims; and 

-  project’s viability should be based on the VITAL criteria, Value based (Child centred, 
inclusive), In the right place (Local, accessible and popularly located), Top Quality (Safe, 
welcoming, well-designed, offering enjoyment, risk & challenge), Appropriate (Responsive to 
local need, complementary) and Long-term (Well-planned, sustainable and strategic) 

 
4) Lessons learned from the Welsh Assembly Government’s Play Policy and review of provision: 

- a statutory duty on local authorities to provide for children’s play needs to meet national 
minimum standards; 

- the Scottish Executive direct future resources and initiatives to take account of the 
fundamental significance of play in children’s and young people’s healthy development and 
lifestyle; 

- concise guidance that will enable the development of a community build play area 
programme throughout Scotland; and 

- promote the use of traffic calming and Home Zones within existing and new developments to 
increase residential road use for children’s play. 
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