Aberdeenshire UNISON
Early Years’ Review – Closure of playgroups

Briefing for elected members

Introduction

When the council first began this review in Dec 2009, it was to ensure that the council could provide the number of early years’ places needed to meet their statutory responsibility to provide every 3-5 year old with pre-school provision. At that stage it was not envisaged that every playgroup would be closed down by 2012, but rather that a reduced and streamlined playgroup provision would be integrated within the council’s Early Years’ Service.

Aberdeenshire UNISON entered into the review in good faith, recognising that there was over-provision for 3-5 year olds in some areas, and that this would need to be addressed. However, at that stage the Review was being conducted within the framework of the Early Years’ Review Report approved by elected members in Feb 2009. This made a commitment to maintaining a level of parental choice and flexibility of provision and identified a need for service expansion. Clearly the financial constraints created by the budget cuts have had an impact on the current review and we are now faced with the closure of all playgroup provision.
Concerns

UNISON has attended a number of the informal meetings for staff from each playgroup in Aberdeenshire and wishes to thank Anne Simpson, CLD Manager, and Morag McGowan, Early Years Manager for meeting with staff in this way.

From these meetings, UNISON, in discussion with our members, has identified a number of concerns that we believe you should be aware of as we move towards the closure of every playgroup in Aberdeenshire.
1. Option of Playgroups becoming independent:  UNISON is extremely concerned about the proposal that some Playgroups could move to independent status. We are aware that elected members have asked that support be made available for playgroups to become independent where there is a body of people eg a parents’ committee, willing to take responsibility for managing the service. However, we understand that the financial support for that would be very limited and would not include funding for wages. It is unlikely that the council will commission places from these independent play groups, so in order to be financially viable they would need additional sources of income, and it is not clear where these would come from.
Therefore, whilst staff would be transferred over under TUPE, which provides for an agreement that their pay and conditions, including their pension entitlement would be maintained, it is unlikely that a management committee would be able to meet these undertakings for any length of time. Staff would then face the real prospect of cuts in wages, terms and conditions or even job loss, with no prospect of redundancy payments without further action to pursue this entitlement.
We will be encouraging parents to think very carefully before going down this route.

2. Loss of quality provision and choice: Playgroups provide a very important element of the 3-5 provision across Aberdeenshire. Many have had excellent Care Commission reports and they are held in high regard by parents. 
Historically, in many areas of Aberdeenshire, parents have chosen to put their 3 year olds to playgroup and their 4 year olds to nursery school for their pre-school year. Parents have been happy to give their 3 year olds a gradual introduction to pre-school provision in the more nurturing and less formal environment of a playgroup, before placing them in nursery school in their pre-school year.
With the loss of the playgroup provision, parents are faced with the prospect of placing their 3 year olds straight into nursery school, in classes of up to 30. Many parents will be very unhappy that this element of choice has been removed with the knock on effects on their children.

3. Geographical considerations: Some playgroups are in areas where there is no nursery school provision and where parents would need to travel to access statutory pre-school provision for their children. We understand that in some places, like Potterton, there is no public transport available to get to the nearest nursery school at Balmedie. 
UNISON understands that the council has taken the view that under the legislation, it only has to offer a pre-school place to parents; that it is not responsible for making sure it is an accessible place. We are very concerned that this will disadvantage some children and families, especially those who do not have their own transport.  If the council persists in this approach, it is very likely that many parents will be affected by it and they may well complain to their elected members.

This is also likely to have a greater effect on poorer families, who are arguably also the most vulnerable. It sits counter to the original Early Years’ Report, where the emphasis was on improving the life chances of the most vulnerable children and families.

4. Loss of associated provision: Some playgroups also provide 2s groups and playgroup places for younger children and this service too may well be lost in the local area when playgroups close.
Conclusion

UNISON is calling on elected members to have regard to these concerns from our members when this matter comes before them again.

UNISON will continue to support our members through what is a very difficult process which will see the loss of a great deal of high quality pre-school provision in Aberdeenshire. Many of these staff are extremely well qualified, but it is by no means certain that they will all find redeployment. Some will be lost to the council and this will compromise Aberdeenshire’s commitment to avoid compulsory redundancies.

Furthermore, these plans will clearly affect women disproportionately, both as staff and as parents. UNISON asked for an Equality Impact Assessment in Nov 2010 but we have yet to see it. We would ask you, as elected members to make sure that an EqIA has been completed and to ensure that you have sight of it and that it is shared with the Trade Unions. These changes will also significantly affect children and we believe that the Child Impact Assessment devised by Scotland’s Children’s Commissioner, should also be undertaken. 

Kate Ramsden,

Branch Chair

