
UNICEF challenge this perception by highlighting the 
importance of play and leisure in supporting children’s 
social, physical and intellectual development while also 
providing them with opportunities to learn key life skills, 
such as, cooperation and problem solving. 

Recent developments including the publication of a Play 
and Leisure Policy Statement (2008) by the Office of 
the First Minister and deputy First Minister (OFMdFM) 
indicate a new commitment to play and leisure in NI. 2

The Implementation Plan to accompany the Policy 
Statement is being prepared for public consultation as 
we go to print and changes in the structure and duties 
of local Councils which have a key role in the provision 
of play are planned to come into force next year. NICCY 
believes that as these developments gather momentum 
the following actions must be taken:
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This briefi ng outlines key information about 
children and young peopleʼs access to 
play and leisure opportunities in Northern 
Ireland (NI) and the impact this has on their 
rights and best interests. It calls for a range 
of actions to be put in place to make sure 
that childrenʼs play and leisure needs are 
met.

This is the sixth in a series of 12 policy 
briefings published throughout 2010 to 
mark the 20th anniversary of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC). These draw from the Northern 
Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young 
People (NICCY) report: Children’s Rights: 
Rhetoric or Reality (2008) and the United 
Nations Committee on the Rights of the 
Child’s Concluding Observations on the UK 
Government’s report (2008).

Campaign briefings will also be released each 
month. The purpose of these is to support 
children and young people to campaign for 
Government action to address child rights 
violations in Northern Ireland (NI).

Article 31: 

1. States 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. 

2. States Parties shall respect 
 and promote the right of the 
 child to participate fully in 
 cultural and artistic life and 
 shall encourage the provision 
 of appropriate and equal    
 opportunities for cultural, artistic,  
 recreational and leisure activity. 

1  UNICEF (2007) Implementation  
 Handbook for the Convention   
 on the Rights of the Child,   
 (Geneva: UNICEF). 

2  Office of the First Minister   
 and deputy First Minister 
 (2008) Play and Leisure Policy   
 Statement for Northern Ireland,  
 (Belfast: OFMDFM).

3 Derry City Council (2006)   
 Towards a Child Friendly City:   
 Interagency Play Strategy for 
 Derry City Council Area 2006-  
 2009, (Derry: Derry City 
 Council). For further 
 information see Hughes, B.   
 (2006) Play Types, Speculations  
 and Possibilities, (London:   
 London Centre for Playwork   
 Education and Training).

4  Monteith, M. and McLaughlin,   
 E. (2004) Children and Severe   
 Child Poverty in Northern 
 Ireland, (Belfast: Save the   
 Children).

5 Bamford, D. (2005) Review   
 of Mental Health and Learning  
 Disability (Northern Ireland),   
 Equal Lives: Review of Policy 
 and Services for People with   
 a Learning Disability in 
 Northern Ireland, 
 (Belfast: DHSSPS).

6  Connelly, P. and Healy, J. 
 (2004) Children and the   
 Conflict in Northern Ireland: 
 The Experiences and    
 Perspectives of 3 -11 year 
 olds. (Belfast: Office of the First 
 and Deputy First Minister).
    Ewart, S. and Schubotz,   
 D. (2004) Voices Behind the   
 Statistics: Young People’s Views 
 of Sectarianism in Northern  
 Ireland, (Belfast: National   
 Children’s Bureau).
    Byrne, J. Conway, M.  
 and Ostermeyer, M. (2005)   
 Young People’s Attitudes 
 and Experiences of Policing,  
 Violence and Community Safety 
 in North Belfast, (Belfast:   
 Institute for Conflict Research).
 Leonard, M. (2007) ‘Trapped 
 in Space? Children’s Accounts   
 of Risky Environments’. 
 Children and Society, 21:6,   
 pp.432-455, (London: National  
 Children’s Bureau).

7  UNICEF (2007) Implementation  
 Handbook for the Convention   
 on the Rights of the Child,   
 (Geneva: UNICEF). 

8  Office of the First Minister   
 and deputy First Minister 
 (2008) Play and Leisure Policy   
 Statement for Northern Ireland,  
 (Belfast: OFMdFM).
 
9  NICCY Play Paper (2010).   
 Available from 28 June 2010   
 at: www.niccy.org

10 Committee on the Rights of 
 the Child (2006) General
 Comment Number 7 on   
 Implementing Child Rights in 
 Early Childhood. Available   
 from: www2.ohchr.org/English/ 
 bodies/crc/comments.htm

11  Equality Commission Northern  
 Ireland (2005) Guide to the   
 Statutory Duties - A guide 
 to the implementation   
 of the statutory duties 
 on public authorities arising 
 from Section 75 of the Northern  
 Ireland Act 1998 - Revised   
 February 2005, (Belfast: ECNI).

12 Elsey, S. (2004) ‘Children’s   
 Experiences of Public Space’.   
 Children and Society, 18, pp.
 155-164. (London: National   
 Children’s Bureau).

13  Participation Network 
 (2010) Ask First! Northern 
 Ireland Standards for Children   
 and Young People’s 
 Participation in Public Decision   
 Making, (Belfast: Participation   
 Network).

14  NICCY (2008) Children’s   
 Rights: Rhetoric or Reality, 
 (Belfast: NICCY). 

References

Please contact the 
Communications team 
at NICCY if you require 
alternative formats of 
this material.

For more copies of this briefing,  or the campaign briefing,  please call us by Minicom 
on 028 9031 6393, or by using the Relay Services to contact NICCY’”̓ s telephone number
028 9031 1616 or email us on: uncrc@niccy.org

For more information on NICCYʼs campaign please visit: www.niccy.org/makeitright Please note that the use of the term ‘child’ refers a child or  
young person that falls within the remit of NICCY (up to 18 
years or  up to 21  years where they are care experienced 
or  have a disability).

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

The United Nations Childrenʼs Fund (UNICEF) has 
expressed concern that: ”childrenʼs right to play 
is sometimes referred to as the ʻforgotten right ,̓ 
perhaps because it appears to the adult world as a 
luxury rather than a necessity of life”. 1

NICCY was established in 2003 in 
accordance with the provisions of The 
Commissioner for Children and Young 
People (Northern Ireland) Order 2003. 
The principal aim of the Commissioner, 
as defined in Article 6 of the Order, is 
to safeguard and promote the rights 
and best interests of children and young 
persons.  

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

What the UNCRC says:

Safe Play
“The local playground is full of broken 
glass and dog dirt” 
“There are no places to play, I have to 
play on the road.” 

Affordable Play
“Anything half decent is very expensive”
“If you don’t have money, there’s 
nothing to do.”

Accessible Play
“Local facilities are important, as if your 
parents are too busy you can’t get to an 
activity.”

“There are lots of places as in the 
cinema, ice skating and bowling, but 
they are all in the towns so I have to get 
someone to take me or I have to pay 
for a taxi.”

Appropriate Play
“There is nowhere to go. You sit around 
the village and people come and tell 
you to move.”

“Nothing for our age – stops at 12
years ... nothing for 13-17 year olds.”  3

What children and young people say:

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

What the UN 
Committee said to 
the UK Government 
in 2008:
The Committee noted that:

Children with disabilities continue to 
face barriers in the enjoyment of their 
rights guaranteed by the Convention 
including in the right to access health 
services, leisure and play (para 52).

The right to play and leisure is 
not fully enjoyed by all children, 
especially due to poor play 
infrastructure, notably for those 
children with disabilities (para 68).


