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Prevention of ill health-obesity consultation

1.1 Play Wales, the national charity for play in Wales advocates for the right and need for all children to
play. Our key areas:

raising awareness
promoting good practice
providing advice and guidance across all sectors.

1.2 Our work includes:

Policy: Working with others to inform the development of policy and other children’s play issues
Information service: Promoting the value of children’s play by providing timely and current information
Advice and support: Providing specialist knowledge about all issues that affect children’s play
Workforce development: Contributing to the professional development of the playwork and play
workforces.

13 We worked closely with the Welsh Government to develop its Play Policy, Play Policy Implementation
Plan and on its groundbreaking ‘Play Sufficiency’ legislation. Section 11 of the Children and Families (Wales)
Measure 2010" places a duty on local authorities to assess and secure sufficient play opportunities for children
in their area.

1.4 We also drafted the report for the Ministerial Review of Play Steering Group (2022) and accompanying
background paper.™

1.5 Playing is the most natural and enjoyable way for children to be active, keep well and be happy. It is
fundamental to children’s wellbeing and healthy development as articulated in the Welsh Government Play
Policy.

1.6 Play Wales is pleased to have an opportunity to input into this inquiry.

1.7 We welcome the opportunity to highlight the important role that playing has in supporting good health
and wellbeing outcomes for children, both in the long term and in their everyday immediate experiences.

The importance of play

1.8 As the Ministerial Review of Play Background Paper points out, there is a well-established body of solid
evidence that shows the contribution that play, particularly self-organised play, can make to children’s
long-term and immediate wellbeing, to their physical health and to their mental health and resilience.

1.9 In the context of this consultation, having opportunities to play is crucial for good health and wellbeing —
being active through play helps children physically and emotionally, contributing to their health and
happiness™ V.
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1.10  As concerns grow about the ‘epidemic’ of childhood obesity, anxiety and unhappiness, there seems to
be an almost acceptance of the contemporary barriers that prevent and discourage children’s play. As the
Ministerial Review of Play highlights, these barriers include:

e changes in neighbourhoods including increased car use, increased traffic, changing work patterns
e parental restrictions due to perceptions of neighbourhood safety
e anincrease in participation in structured activities and educational demands

e increasing intolerance towards children and teenagers playing and meeting up.

Good environments for play and physical activity

1.11  The decline in children’s everyday freedoms can be directly linked to how the design and organisation
of public space prioritises the economy over people, and adults over children. This is apparent in the increasing
privatisation of land and in the way that cars, both moving and parked, dominate many streets and residential
neighbourhoods. Because streets are seen as dangerous, children have been removed from them in the name
of safety." Over time, fewer and fewer children and adults are out and about on streets, leading to children
being seen as ‘out of place’ on the street, and therefore magnifying other fears (stranger danger, bullying,
harassment, violence, or parents’ concerns about being seen as negligent)."!

1.12  This decline has been linked to the rise in contemporary concerns about children’s health and

wellbeing such as obesity, lack of physical fitness"" and poor mental health.*

Playing and being well — what the literature says

1.13  Playing and being well¥, a forthcoming publication from Play Wales, is an in depth review of recent
research into children’s play, social policy and practice, with a focus on Wales.

1.14  The summary of Playing and being well highlights the role that playing has on physical activity and
obesity reduction. Evidenced benefits include:

muscular strength, aerobic fitness
increased agility, range of motion, flexibility, co-ordination and balance, and decreased fatigue, stress
and depression

e |ower blood pressure in children with hypertension (especially for aerobic activity), improvements in
levels of cholesterol and blood lipids and in metabolic syndrome and bone mineral density.

1.15 In addition, movement helps increase blood flow and oxygen intake, and activates the lymphatic
system, protecting against illnesses and allergies. Other benefits can include:
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e protection from conditions such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes, cancer, osteoporosis,
hypertension, depression and obesity
improved mental health
improved self-esteem and cognitive functioning.

1.16  The summary of Playing and being well discusses the clear connections with children’s wellbeing:

‘The joy, intrinsic motivation, sense of control and opportunity to experiment that is offered by physically active
forms of play can promote physical literacy, developing motor skills, agility and competence as well as the
motivation to continue with physical activity later in life.147 Despite the broad range of physical, cognitive,

social and emotional benefits, it is fair to say that the dominant benefit of “active play” is assumed to be for
physical health, both through energy expenditure and physical fitness’

Things to consider

1.17 In a 2019 inquiry into physical activity in children, Senedd Cymru’s Health, Social Care and Sport
Committee expressed disappointment to hear that reductions in lunch breaks and break times are common in
schools. It urged the Welsh Government to review how widespread this practice is in schools across Wales*'.

1.18 Play Wales is a member of the expert group which produced The Active Healthy Kids (AHK) Wales 2021
Report Card.

1.19 The Active Healthy Kids Wales 2021 Expert Group makes recommendations that would contribute to
overall physical activity for children™:

o Prioritising the views of children:

* Piloting and developing space assessment tools that put children at the centre of informing how
local communities are being used and can be used to benefit own health and wellbeing.

o Making the most of community assets:

e Schools, as a central resource for the local community, should consider the options to make their
school grounds available for free play after school and at weekends.

o Protecting play time:

e Schools should include a minimum amount of time for play and break time for all children.
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* These breaks should not be withdrawn as part of behaviour management or to finish off work.

e Schools should offer a range of opportunities that allow for child-led play.

1.20 The Ministerial Review of Play Steering Group report makes similar recommendations for the Welsh
Government to consider.

Conclusion

1.21  While the benefits of how playing improves general physical health are recognised it has been generally
overlooked by mainstream health policy.

1.22  Four small-scale research studies, commissioned by Play Wales, have been undertaken since the
commencement of the Play Sufficiency Duty*".

1.23  The play sufficiency research studies have applied an assets-based approach to play sufficiency, by
articulating throughout the reports that play is what children do when the conditions are right and establishing
it as their way of maintaining their own health and wellbeing. This is most evident in the 2020 study™, which
aligns the process of play sufficiency with the approach taken in the Well-being of Future Generations Act
(Wales) 2015, the Social Services and Well-being Act (Wales) 2014 and by Public Health Wales, highlighting that
‘an assets approach identifies factors that support good health and well-being and relies on working locally with
communities”.™

1.24  Despite the obvious and well accepted views regarding the role that playing has in supporting good
physical and mental health outcomes for children, we continue to advocate for a rights-based approach to
policy making regarding play.

1.25 Interventionist programmes can be useful in encouraging more physical activity; however, they must
be complemented by a focus on supporting children to be active participants in building their own resilience
and resourcefulness.

1.26  We know that every aspect of children’s lives is influenced by their urge to play, and that self-directed,
self-determined playing offered by quality play provision increases children’s opportunities to build their own
resilience and support their own health and wellbeing.
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