
Government should make sure 
children and young people 
have access to safe, affordable, 
accessible and age appropriate 
play and leisure opportunities 

Councils should make sure they 
fulfi ll their duty to provide 
play and leisure opportunities 

This quotation illustrates how play and leisure 
should be understood as a central part of a 
child’s development, with the potential to impact 
on both their current lives and their future 
development.

Making sure that all children and young people 
have access to play and leisure opportunities in 
NI has historically been neglected at strategic 
level. This has impacted on the lived experiences 
of children and young people with many lacking 
access to safe, age appropriate facilities and 
spaces in their local areas. 

For example, research by Monteith and 
McLaughlin (2004) 4 found that one in five 
children living in severe poverty did not have 
access to nearby, safe play areas and the Equal 
Lives Review by DHSSPS (2005) 5 noted that for 
many children and young people with a learning 
disability, play and leisure provision was often 
inaccessible and unwelcoming.  

In NI, children’s experience of play is also 
influenced by the legacy of the conflict seen, for 
instance, in the segregated nature of school and 
community based provision which can restrict 
children and young people’s access to play and 
their use of public space. 6 

Children and young people also spoke about 
how the absence of things to do had significant 
consequences for many aspects of their lives, 
including their health, physical and emotional 
well-being and risk of engagement with anti-social 
behaviour. 

This points to how access to play and leisure 
is directly connected to the ability of children 
and young people to enjoy a range of other 
rights enshrined on the UNCRC, such as 
rights to health and wellbeing. In turn, children 
and young people may not be fully able to 
access their right to play if they are denied 
other rights relating to health and wellbeing, 
disability and inclusion, or freedom of association 
and peaceful assembly. 

UNICEF 7 highlights the need to make sure equality 
of access to play and leisure for all children and 
young people and the 2008 NICCY 
Review raised concerns that several groups, 
including children experiencing poverty, 
children living in rural areas, children who had 
caring responsibilities and children with disabilities, 
did not have equal access to play and leisure. 
It must be noted that these groups represent 
some of our more disadvantaged and 
marginalised children. 

The UNCRC provides a comprehensive framework 
which presents Government and public authorities, 
such as Councils, with a clear definition of the 
nature and importance of play and sets out their 
responsibilities in ensuring children’s right to this is 
protected and promoted. 

“Through play children develop spontaneity, fl exibility, risk-assessing skills and trust in their own actions. 
They learn to communicate, problem solve, interact socially and navigate the environment. These skills are 
essential to their future survival and adaption”. 3 

Children and young people should 
be involved in all aspects of the 
development and review of play 
and leisure policies and services 

In NI, play and leisure is not the 
responsibility of one department. For 
example, the Department of the Environment 
is responsible for planning, Culture, Arts 
and Leisure for sport and arts and Education 
for the Extended Schools Programme. 
In this context, OFMdFM has coordinated 
the development of the Play and Leisure Policy 
and the Implementation Plan which provides 
an opportunity to ensure a strategic approach 
is taken to play and leisure. 

The Policy notes that “to recognise, respect 
and resource play is to recognise, respect 
and value childhood” 8 - the translation of 
this into the Implementation Plan represents 
a considerable challenge. NICCY has been an 
observer during this process and welcomes the 
approach taken of developing cross sectoral 
groups and of examining the needs of both 
young people under and over the age of 
11 years.

As the Implementation Plan is nearing its 
final stages of development it must reflect 
the rights based approach and obligations of 
the UNCRC and include the range of actions 
needed to deliver the vision of the Play and 
Leisure Policy Statement. 

This includes making sure clear timebound 
objectives, actions and resources are 
detailed in the Plan, documenting the lines of 
responsibility to duty bearers and identifying a 
lead department for play. This should ensure 
it is an effective mechanism for the realisation 
of children and young people’s right to play 
and leisure.

The role of councils in delivering play and 
leisure is set out in legislation and means they 
are uniquely placed to ensure children and 
young people are able to access play and leisure. 

Many councils have invested considerably in 
play and leisure and have worked innovatively 
in meeting their statutory duty. Yet, it must be 
acknowledged that this has been without clear 
guidance to support councils in fulfilling these 
duties.

A NICCY survey of 21 councils in 2008 9 outlines 
how practice across councils varied considerably. 

For example:

• Not all had a play and leisure policy

• Not all consulted children and young   
 people 

• Some defined children as being under 16  
 years and some as being under 18 years 

• Councils varied in the price reductions 
 they offered 

To make sure children and young people 
across NI can access play and leisure, 
forthcoming legislation establishing new 
council structures and duties as part 
of the Review of Public Administration 
should provide greater detail on their 
responsibilities in relation to this. 

This should, for example, include the 
requirement that all councils have a regularly 
reviewed play policy and should promote 
consistency of practice by providing standards 
on a range of issues, such as, the definition of a 
child and the levels of provision that should be 
offered. 

“Planning for towns and leisure and play 
facilities should take account of children’s 
right to express their views, through 
appropriate consultations” Committee on 
the Rights of the Child (2006). 10

Making sure that the voices of children 
and young people are at the centre of 
community planning and play and 
leisure policy reflects the obligations 
of both the UNCRC and Section 75 of the 
Northern Ireland Act 1998. Both these 
instruments require Government and 
public bodies to consult with children and 
young people when decisions affecting 
their lives are made. Section 75 requires 
this where an adverse impact on equality of 
opportunity may occur. 11

The principle of consulting with children and 
young people - the main users of play and 
leisure - in the development of provision and 
use of public space in villages, towns and cities 
should also make sure that resources meet 
actual and not simply perceived needs. 12

The publication of “Ask First!” the NI Standards 
for Children and Young People’s Participation 
in Public Decision Making is welcome and 
includes guidance on a range of areas, such 
as involving children and young people in the 
initial development of policies and services 
and ensuring the participation of 
vulnerable and marginalised children. 13 

All bodies who are duty bearers in the 
development of play and leisure policy 
and provision should adhere to these 
standards. 

Duty bearers: relevant Departments, the Planning 
Service, Councils

Duty Bearers: DOE and Councils Duty bearers: All departments, particularly OFMdFM

Defi nitions of ʻplayʼ or ʻplay and leisureʼ 
should refl ect the UNCRC which includes 
the right to rest, play, leisure and 
participation in cultural life and the arts. 
This includes activities such as unstructured 
play, organised sport, drama, art, festivals 
and events. 

Themes and priorities
In NICCY’s report Children’s Rights: Rhetoric or 
Reality (2008) children and young people of all 
ages and from all geographical areas voiced 
a number of concerns regarding the lack of 
facilities in relation to play areas, youth clubs 
and sporting activities. 

Four key themes emerged during this research:

 Safe places to play - children   
 worried about the lack of play  
 and leisure spaces and the 
 safety of existing play and 
 leisure facilities

• Affordable activities - young 
 people expressed concern   
 about the cost of leisure activities,   
 particularly as they get older

• Accessible activities - children 
 talked  about the importance 
 of having play and leisure facilities  
 they could access close to where  
 they live and that meet their 
 needs 

• Age appropriate activities - young  
 people shared their frustration 
 about the lack of leisure activities 
 available to them as they became  
 teenagers


