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         CONS 699
Play Policy 
1.0
The Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action (NICVA) welcomes the opportunity to respond to OFMDFM’s Play Policy for Northern Ireland. Our comments are informed by NICVA’s role as the representative body for the voluntary and community sector and by a vision of society where all people are treated fairly, where sectarianism and discrimination are not tolerated and where respect for human rights and equality is regarded as the norm.
1.1
NICVA welcomes the government’s commitment to a Play Policy, to partnership work and the recognition of the importance of happiness and fun for children and young people.  We also welcome the list of benefits, ranging from the development of children’s imagination, social skills, self esteem and exercise. 
2.0
While we understand the document’s vision for play -‘to recognise, respect and resource play is to recognise, respect and value childhood’ - we are surprised that the document fails to begin with the government’s commitment to the UNCRC, which is central to the ten-year strategy for children and young people.  Since this document is meant to contribute to the children’s strategy, we are disappointed by this omission. We therefore find it difficult to understand the rationale for dividing the policy into a play policy for children under 11 years and a recreation policy for 11-18 year olds. The UNCRC relates to all children and young people below the age of 18 and the children’s strategy adopts the 18 figure with extension to 21 for young people who have a disability or are/have been in care. We therefore suggest that the ‘play’ policy should be extended to the full range envisaged by the children’s strategy.

2.1
We would also argue that there needs to be a fuller explanation of the rationale for taking play seriously, including recognition of the importance of play and the wide range of barriers. For example, Buckinghamshire Play Policy asserts that play is a fundamental right, it is a process and is freely chosen. It is the means by which children and young people explore their world, their roles and their relationships. It can be co-operative, competitive or solitary, destructive or creative. It can be escapist, imaginative, therapeutic, adventurous, quiet, messy, challenging, structured or spontaneous. Play empowers children, affirms and supports their right to make choices and discover their own solutions. It encourages healthy emotional and physical development. It provides a basis of conceptual understanding that allows them to succeed in formal education. However play is important for its own sake, it shouldn’t have to have a reason or an end. Play includes but is more than recreation. It is not an additional aspect of a child’s life – it is a child’ life. 

2.2
We would recommend that the document should provide a fuller discussion about the number of barriers, with increasing concerns about safety and risk, child protection and the impact of technology on children’s health and creativity. Other barriers include problems of access and affordability, lack of choice, traffic, traffic pollution, decrease in children’s independence, bullying, fear of litigation, rural isolation, the presence of a single parent or carer, lack of transport, disabilities and other vulnerabilities. In addition we would suggest that children and young people often lack suitable meeting places, which could be provided in school buildings in out-of-school hours and alcohol-free clubs, to overcome the tradition of forged ID to get into bars and adult clubs. 
2.3
Although risk assessment is very important, children and young people need to be involved in planning play spaces because their concerns are often different from those in authority. Children and young people need to experience stimulating challenges to learn how to make judgements and manage acceptable levels of risk. If play provision becomes overly safe, children and young people will look elsewhere for stimulation and unacceptable risk. We therefore suggest consideration of the Buckinghamshire Early Years Development and Childcare Service’s shorter definition of play which stresses the importance of self-direction: ‘What children and young people do when they follow their own ideas and interests, in their own way and for their own interests.’ (Buckinghamshire Play Policy, January 2006)
3.0
Since the play policy is supposed to implement part of the children’s strategy, it would make sense for OFMDFM to take lead responsibility and to use some of the existing structures to agree procedures and standards, such as the Ministerial Sub Committee and the Strategy Planning and Review Group. The policy also needs to be supported within other strategies such as Lifetime Opportunities, Sure Start, Fit Futures, Extended Schools and Neighbourhood Renewal. Other groups set up by the children’s strategy, including the NI Network for Youth and the District Youth Networks, the Parents Advisory Group, the Practitioners Group and the Research and Information Group, would be well placed to provide the overarching support, data and information for regional and local partnership arrangements. 
3.1

Furthermore, we would suggest a statutory duty at the new regional level to ensure that public authorities work together to plan and commission children’s services through the mechanism of a regional strategic partnership to include voluntary and community partners. Stakeholders should include children and young people, parents, Section 75 groups, service providers, developers, architects, designers and planners. Providers should include statutory, private and voluntary and community sectors, involved in housing, urban design, transport, sport, recreation, parks, leisure, the arts, culture, youth justice, social services and rural development as well as the usual ‘play’ providers in education, playwork, youthwork and health. 
3.2
We would also argue that the document’s mapping of play resources is confusing and seems to be confined to fixed play grounds and childcare facilities.  The play policy envisages that councils will have a lead role under community planning, which will entail partnerships with social partners and service providers. Moreover education reform is predicated on area based planning and the health restructuring is being taken forward through local commissioning groups based in the new council areas. Therefore we would suggest that councils should carry out local audits and involve the full range of stakeholders in the design and delivery of services. We would suggest, however, that consideration needs to be given to roles and responsibilities at the local, regional and centre to avoid loss of expertise and duplication.
3.3
Play impact assessment would highlight the barriers faced by many children and young people on the basis of the Section 75 equality groups and the need to respond to the needs of the increasing number of migrant families and the high incidence of bullying, including homophobic bullying. By incorporating this policy in anti-poverty, human rights, equality, good relations, health and rural impact assessments,  ‘play’ would be considered in all planning, construction, development and service delivery decisions.

4.0
The development of workforce planning should involve teachers, child care workers, lunchtime supervisors, caretakers, youth workers and others whose work impacts on  children’s activities as well as ‘play workers’. We would recommend that connections are made between this policy and the Families and Parenting Strategy in order to support play in the home. 
4.1
The need to ensure that the voice of children and young people is heard would also imply the need for a leading role for Niccy. Niccy’s consultation on its priorities was circulated to every household with children and to all schools. We would recommend a similar consultation, including provision of a child-friendly version. 

5.0
The document acknowledges that the future action to deliver on the policy is likely to require commitment to public funds but admits that the extent of the commitment cannot be quantified at this stage but will be ‘considered’ in the context of the Comprehensive Spending Review. It also points out that further support will be available through the Big Lottery Fund. We would urge OFMDFM, as the lead body, to fulfil its responsibilities by ensuring adequate spending proposals to deliver on the commitments in the policy.
5.1
Finally, we would argue that it is imperative for play to be incorporated in the children and young people’s action plan and for effective consultation to be held on the action plan, to allow for agreed disaggregated indicators, targets and budgets.
