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1. Introduction
The Poverty Alliance welcomes the publication of the Scotland Play Strategy Action Plan and the debate in the Scottish Parliament. Play is important to all children for their cognitive and social development, but we believe that more attention should be given to understanding the needs of children who are living on low incomes when implementing the Play Strategy for Scotland.  
2. Parents, Poverty and Play

Importance of Play 

Play is an important part of childhood and of child development, in relation to building positive pathways for children and communities. Play can take various forms including structured and unstructured activities as well as across multiple environments such as indoor and outdoor play. For parents and care givers, play is also important in developing and enhancing interpersonal relationships with children.
We are pleased that the Play Strategy makes strong reference to the United Nations Convention for the Rights of the Child, including to Article 31 which sets out “the right of the child to rest and leisure and to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age of the child and to participate fully in cultural life and arts”.
  We are also pleased that the Strategy recognises the health and educational outcomes associated with better play. As Sir Harry Burns, notes “Investing in children’s play is one of the most important things we can do to improve children’s health and wellbeing in Scotland.”
 
On a wider developmental level play also impacts on the resilience of children and young people. Resilience can be defined as “the process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite challenging or threatening circumstances”.
 For children, play can provide a mechanism for enhancing and building resilience as it can provide a tool for expressing of emotions and exploring and dealing with challenging circumstances such as adversity or trauma. Evidence shows that play and stress have a clear relationship in that children’s capacity to engage with play is significantly diminished in situations of severe stress and diminishing their capacity to build resilience to cope with stress.
  Therefore play can provide an important tool for supporting children to deal with wider life difficulties such as poverty or family breakdown.  For children in low income households play is of significant importance for children adapting to challenging life circumstances and for the services supporting low income families. 

Barriers to play: 
The Play Strategy recognises that play can present financial challenges to parents on low incomes, particularly in relation to the increased importance and focus on structured play opportunities (dance classes, music lessons, drama, etc). It also highlights consumer pressures placed on families to purchase expensive toys and activities for children
. It also recognises the importance of ‘free play opportunities’ as beneficial to parents as well as the importance of activities that do not cost a lot of money. Schemes such as PlayTalkRead have been included
 as evidence of positive effects on Scotland’s communities. 

However, we believe that the Implementation Plan must take greater account of these issues is all children are to benefit from the approach. The strategy acknowledges the challenges that households can face such as long term health conditions, physical or learning disabilities, unemployment or bereavement and changing family circumstances such as lone parenthood.  Such changing circumstances also put households at a higher risk of poverty. 

The recent ‘Surviving Poverty: the Impact of Lone Parenthood’ (2013)  research conducted by the Poverty Alliance in Fife found that 82.5 % of lone parents surveyed indicated that cutting back on social and leisure activities was one of the key coping mechanisms adopted to deal with reductions in income. The research also highlighted pressures put on family relationships when children had to miss out on extra curricular activities due to low income. The research also highlighted that even for low cost activities, such as a child having a friend round after school to play, presented hidden costs to parents such as finding money for snacks for additional children. 

This research was conducted during 2012, and financial pressures for low-income families are likely to increase. Recent welfare changes such as the ‘bedroom tax’ will have placed additional pressures on low income parents. Figures for Levenmouth as a whole have illustrated that almost half of all council tenants are in rent arrears.

Previous work carried out by the Poverty Alliance as part of the Bridging the Policy Gap project highlighted the importance of adequate play resources that were accessible and inclusive.
 Parents taking part in the project noted that even small fees could prevent some children from taking part in play activities. Earlier research by Save the Children showed similar findings.
  It also showed that, in poorer neighbourhoods, other barriers exist including fears about child safety and poor quality of open space and public parks provision. This is supported by figures from the 2012 Scottish Household Survey which indicates that there are marked differences in feelings of safety in areas of high deprivation. Those in the least deprived areas of Scotland are more likely to say it is safer for children to travel on their own to play areas than those in the 15% most deprived areas of Scotland
. 
Play can present particular challenges for low income families at specific times of the year for example during the school holidays when parents may be facing additional pressures on their income as a result of losing free school meals
 and when saving for new school year uniforms
.  

Different family types may also face different pressures and challenges in regards to play.  For example lone parent families are more likely to be affected by time constraints or ‘time poverty’ within the household.
 This is in contrast to the experience of two parent households where roles can be shared. 

Families with children with disabilities may also face particular challenges. Research by the National Children’s Bureau highlighted that  families with disabled children are more likely to live in poverty and experience social exclusion, and that this exclusion becomes all the more apparent as disabled young people grow up and want to take part in the same sort of activities as their non-disabled peers.  
 Pressures on disabled families are likely to increase with changes such as Universal Credit. Research by The Children’s Society 2012 highlighted problems particularly for families receiving the mid rate care component of Disability Living Allowance (DLA) which would place further pressures on household budgets. 
On a wider level children in persistently poor families were seen to have worse outcomes than those children in temporary poor households. For example, children in poverty were more likely to have accidents or injuries, and suffer from social, emotional and behavioural difficulties the longer they had been poor. 
3.
Conclusions

As stated above, we welcome both the publication of the Play Strategy and the Implementation Plan. Both provide a clear statement of the importance of play in the development of both the child and the communities they live in. However, we believe that whilst some recognition of the impact of low income and disadvantage is given in the Implementation Plan, it is not sufficient. 

In the delivery of the four domains in the Strategy there must be a greater recognition of the impact of poverty. For example, in relation to play training and CPD, there should be an understanding of the barriers that children from disadvantaged backgrounds may face. It is essential for those delivering the different elements of the Plan, and for the Implementation Group, to ‘poverty proof’ the actions in the plan on an on-going basis. 

In the working groups that are to be established as part of the implementation of aspects of the play, an explicit reference to the impact of poverty and play needs to be recognised. 
Given the additional barriers that children and parents living on low incomes experience, they must be prioritised in the delivery of the Action Plan. If this is not the case, then it is likely that those children who stand to gain most from the approach outlined in the Scottish Play Strategy will lose out. 
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