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The Importance of Play

Scottish Parliament Member’s Debate 

15 March 2006

Thanks to the enormous efforts of all the members and supporters of Play Scotland and Barnardos, 81 of our MSPs signed up to the Play Motion prior to the debate.


S2M-3890 Mr Kenneth Macintosh: The Importance of Play—That the Parliament welcomes calls from Play Scotland and Barnardo’s for a play strategy that recognises the right of all children in East Renfrewshire and across Scotland to a safe, challenging and accessible play environment; is aware of the public and political concerns over levels of obesity, mental health problems and anti-social behaviour amongst children and young people; notes that lack of opportunity to play is a contributing factor to these problems; is concerned that traffic growth, loss of open space and fears over safety are further restricting play opportunities, and therefore believes that play should be supported with a vigour that reflects its importance.

The Play Motion has made history in terms of the overwhelming support it has received from our elected membership. 

Well done to all of you who helped make this happen.

The Chair of Play Scotland, Margaret Westwood, was privileged to be in the Chamber for the debate and has put together the following report for you to enjoy.

Before you settle down to read the report I would like to draw your attention to three of our forthcoming events:


For further information on these events please contact us on info@playscotland.org

The long awaited debate on the Importance of Play, welcoming calls from Play Scotland and Barnardos for a play strategy, took place at the Scottish Parliament’s temporary home at The Hub on Wednesday 15th March.  Kenneth MacIntosh’s Motion on The Importance of Play had attracted an unprecedented amount of support, with 81 MSP’s signing up to the motion prior to the debate.  

Ken MacIntosh (Labour) thanked colleagues and organisations that had shown their support for the debate.  He made the case for the importance of play, its importance in children’s development and its role in tackling obesity and tackling anti-social behaviour.   Although links were made to play and education, Mr MacIntosh made the important distinction between play and PE, and the need for unstructured play.  

Mr MacIntosh pointed out play benefits in developing resilience and self confidence, and the increasing evidence that depriving children of play can have severe consequences, and the dangers of “battery children”.  He referred to the play strategy published by the  National Assembly for Wales, and noted that it placed a statutory duty on local authorities to provide for children’s play needs, which we could learn from.

Ken MacIntosh noted that Barnardos and Play Scotland have shown the way to develop a play strategy, and was struck by how many organisations including Skills Active, Capability Scotland, Save the Children and the Scottish Pre-School Play Association had taken the time to contact members on the subject of play.  He paid tribute to the Glasgow community group ‘To Play or Not to Play’ petition to the Parliament, and commented that the overwhelming support given to the motion by MSP’s suggested that this was an idea whose time had come.  It is time for play.

Adam Ingram (SNP) noted that our policy development was lagging behind comparable nations in particular Wales who have produced an action plan to implement its policies, and thought that one of the main reasons was our failure to listen to what our children have been telling us.  He referred to the Commissioner for Children & Young Peoples consultation, where a plea for more things to do topped their list of priorities.  

He recognised that parental fears about child safety have been growing and the availability of local open space has been shrinking, particularly for children living in poverty. He stated his belief that play deprivation is a key factor in the rising number of children who arrive at primary school with social, emotional and behavioural problems.

Eleanor Scott (Green) began by linking play to physical activity and the obesity debate, then spoke of the other side effects of a lack of play opportunities that relate to motor skills, stress and the ability to manage risk.  She related this to a family friend with two teenage boys who were healthy and physically active, taking part in organised activities, yet on holiday at a croft in Scotland with only the sea and mountains for boundaries, they did not run off to explore.  This, she said underlined the importance of the play debate if Scotland wanted people to grow up to be adventurous, inquisitive and curious in the way that leads to scientific discovery and enterprising activities.

Rosemary Byrne (SSP) welcomed calls from Play Scotland and Barnardos for a play strategy to allow children the facilities that they require in today’s society, to have opportunities to explore and do other things.  She related figures on obesity and the need for access to a range of facilities for play and sport.  Ms Byrne said that a play strategy could lead to improvements to not only physical health, but mental health, social and personal development.  She noted that barriers to children’s play were mainly related to safety, both road safety and parental fears regarding abduction.

Donald Gorrie (Lib Dem) applauded that the Parliament had rescheduled the debate despite the sky falling in (a reference to the beam in the debating chamber roof falling in on 2 March, when the debate was originally scheduled).  He noted that a play policy or priority was important, whatever term was used to describe it.  He emphasised the importance of play in interaction with other people and the social aspect that children miss out on if deprived of informal play activities.  Mr Gorrie also plugged the work of the Nancy Ovens Trust in recognising that children should be involved as much as possible in the creation of play areas that stimulate their imagination, managerial activity and social interaction.

Lord James Douglas-Hamilton (Con) welcomed Ken MacIntosh’s motion highlighting play as a subject to which the Executive should give priority, especially given the threats to playing fields and recreational sites for leisure from planning development.  He highlighted that Stirling councillors had been presented with a 700 signature petition opposing the axing of £150,000 play projects budget.  Lord Douglas-Hamilton noted that the motion called for new statutory rights with corresponding duties on local authorities and wished to know what the consequences would be, without detracting from the principal of focusing in on the issue.  He commented that Executive initiatives such as physical activity strategy and health promoting schools were to be commended, but that a more flexible and creative approach is required to secure informal outdoor play.

Christine Grahame (SNP) reminisced on the fun that children used to have playing in the street which were their playground, and stated her belief that parks were not a cure-all.  She agreed that we must protect our children, but that a more balanced approach was required.  

Robin Harper (Green) believed that it was easy for opportunities for play to be designed out of school buildings, school grounds and the community, and highlighted the fundamental necessity of incorporating play opportunities into the curriculum, school design and the way community space is planned.  He called for quality green, informal and wild spaces to be a key feature of all new developments, meeting the need of the whole community with an emphasis on play to ensure that children were not deprived of an essential part of their development.

Robert Brown, the Deputy Minister for Education and Young People responded that play was a key topic for the Scottish Executive and is central to the approach to nurturing and developing young and not-so-young children.  He said that the Executive support play by funding a development worker to promote the play@home scheme; published guidance that stressed the central role that play opportunities should have in young children’s experience of early education and childcare; the curriculum review; national care standards; active schools programme and out of school care provision.  He noted that local provision is a matter for the elected local authority.

Dr Sylvia Jackson (Lab – Stirling) interjected to put on record the fact that the referred to cuts in Stirling Council budget “will not harm the high standard of play facilities that the council provides”.

The Deputy Minister then pointed out that “the Big Lottery Fund has named play as one of its priorities in Scotland for 2006 to 2009, which means that projects that support and promote play will have access to significant funding that is likely to be around £35 million”.  He stated that he was aware of the Welsh play strategy and of the English report on the review of children’s play, and although both documents highlight various useful points, most of the suggestions he felt paralleled approaches already introduced in Scotland.

He stated that strategies on play are only of use if they act as a driver of public policy and administrative action that make a difference.  He continued that a policy statement on play might be more influential if it was located in the wider context of child development rather than as a stand-alone strategy.  The Deputy Minister concluded that the Executive would continue to engage with Play Scotland and others as they consider options for taking matters forward.

Margaret Westwood
Chair


The full minutes can be viewed on the Scottish Parliament website.

A DVD of the event is being held at Play Scotland should you wish to see this please contact Sharon Forrester.  Email:sharonforrester@playscotland.org

Isn’t it wonderful to have intelligent debate on such a wide range of play issues for Children and Young People in Scotland today, in our Parliament!

A final thank you to everyone once again for ensuring that our elected members were so well informed on the Importance of Play.


What you can do now

Play Scotland is delighted to be sponsored by Alex Fergusson, MSP to have a stall in the Lobby Garden on 16, 17 & 18 May 2006.  We are looking for volunteers to help us provide cover at the stall.  If you would like to volunteer please contact Sharon Forrester who will take your details and respond to you nearer the time.

If you would like to provide us with play information from your organisation to have on display at the stall please forward this to us as soon as possible.

Thank you again for all your support,

Marguerite Hunter Blair

Development Director

Midlothian Innovation Centre, Pentlandfield, Roslin EH25 9RE

Telephone 0131 440 9070       

 Email: info@playscotland.org            Web: www.playscotland.org
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PlayTalk! 2006  - 5-7 May at Whithaugh Park, Newcastleton, Scottish Borders





Lobby Garden - 16, 17 & 18 May 2006, Scottish Parliament





3rd Scottish Play Forum – 1 June 2006, Albert Halls, Stirling

















