Aberdeenshire Council’s Consultation on Closure of Playgroups June 2011 
Aberdeenshire UNISON Response 
UNISON has a number of concerns about the proposals to close all CLD Playgroups by Summer 2012. These have been brought to us by our members who are motivated as much by concern about the service to Aberdeenshire’s children and families as concerns for their own jobs. 

UNISON does recognise that there is over-provision in services to 3-5 year olds. It also shares Aberdeenshire Council’s concerns about a system where, in effect, it was commissioning services from itself. We have always accepted that these issues would need to be addressed. However, the original Early Years’ Review talked about the importance of quality services and parental choice and UNISON has always believed that there would be a need for some Playgroup provision to continue alongside School Nurseries, to meet the needs of our children and to ensure choice for parent. 

Our concerns are as follows:

1. UNISON is concerned about the potential for the council to lose skilled and qualified playgroup staff who have provided a very good pre-5s service to Aberdeenshire’s children. The council has acknowledged that the proposals to close all Playgroups is no reflection of the quality of the service provided.
2. The affected staff are exclusively women, and whilst we expect that every effort will be made to find redeployment for these staff we are aware that in the current financial climate it is unlikely that there will be jobs for all the staff who are made redundant. This will add to the unemployment figures in the local area and will mean that Aberdeenshire Council will have failed in its commitment to avoid compulsory redundancies.
3. Our members do not believe that sufficient regard has been taken of the impact on 2 year olds, who will lose out on getting a Playgroup place when they close. The council has no statutory duty to provide pre-school places to 2 year olds and has therefore not factored in the impact on this group of children of playgroup closures. However, many parents have chosen to use this provision and meet the costs themselves. This has given their 2 year olds the opportunity to get used to a Playgroup setting before they move into the more formalised 3-5 provision. This opportunity will now be lost to many.

4. Our members are also concerned that the removal of Playgroup provision will mean that most 3 year olds will need to go straight into nursery schools, often into more formal settings than Playgroups and often with large classes of up to 30 children. Many parents do not want this for their 3 year olds and have traditionally used Playgroups as a stepping stone for their children to nursery classes. This choice has now been removed from these parents and they will have little choice but to place their 3 year olds straight into a nursery school setting.

5. UNISON has concerns about proposals to close Playgroups in communities where there is no other pre-school provision e.g. Potterton. We understand that the council is committed to retaining provision in such communities even after 2012 and is exploring an “outreach nursery” type provision. We believe that this is essential for the future, to ensure that 3-5s provision is accessible to all. We would be concerned that if 3-5 provision is removed from these communities and offered in places which are not easily accessible, it will be poorer families, without transport, whose children will suffer most.

6. At one point during the discussions about the closures of Playgroups, the council indicated that they only need, by law, to offer a place in 3-5s provision; that they could therefore offer a place anywhere in the CSN. It is then up to the parent to accept it or not; that the council has no statutory duty to ensure accessibility of provision. The council then shifted from this position and returned to a commitment to offer places which are accessible to parents and children. 

UNISON and our members would be very concerned if the council were to return to its earlier position under budgetary or other pressures. We believe that offering a place in a nursery school which is not accessible to parents and their children will again serve to disadvantage the poorest in our communities, and arguably the children most in need of 3-5s provision.

7. Whilst we have finally had sight of the Multi-Equality Impact Assessment, and amendments suggested by UNISON have been incorporated, we remain concerned that the document highlights areas where particular groups ie women and children will be affected by the proposed closure of playgroups, without putting in place sufficiently robust measures to minimise the impact of this.

8. Finally, it is very difficult to comment properly on the proposals for the management of Playgroups in 2011/12 or the proposals for 3-5 provision from 2012 onwards as these have still not been clearly detailed. This has caused a great deal of anxiety for staff and for parents and has affected the usual processes by which Playgroups prepare and admit children. Whilst there has been good consultation on some aspects of this overall process, this aspect of it has not been well managed. UNISON recognises that this has been in part because of changes in Senior Management at EL&L, however the impact on our members has been that they feel demoralised, devalued and disrespected as professionals.

In conclusion, whilst UNISON accepts that there was a need to review Playgroup provision within the context of the Early Years’ Review, we believe that the initial approach which looked at quality and choice as well as cost has been hijacked by budgetary considerations. We believe that this very quality and choice will be lost with the current proposals and we very much regret this. We would therefore ask you to reconsider the current proposals and look at ways to maintain the provision which stands to be lost.
Kate Ramsden

Branch Chair
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