
 
Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 

 
Petition Number: PE1318
 
Main Petitioner: Ronan Buist, Megan Lumsden and Daniel Swaddle
  
Subject: Free access to public leisure facilities for all children 
 
Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to give free access 
to all publicly funded leisure centres, including swimming pools, for all school 
aged children across Scotland.  

Background 
The provision of leisure and sporting facilities is largely a matter for local 
authorities.  Section 14 of the Local Government and Planning (Scotland) Act 
1982 sets out that each local authority has a responsibility to “ensure that 
there is adequate provision of facilities for the inhabitants of their area for 
recreational, sporting, cultural and social activities.”  As the Health and Sport 
Committee1 noted, the word “adequate” was not defined in the Act and has 
not subsequently been defined in statute (para, 180).  Joint guidance2 by the 
then Scottish Executive and COSLA was issued in 2003.  In terms of charging 
for all services addressed by the guidance states: 
“Local authorities should also consider the potential for generating additional 
income from charges where there are no contrary legal restrictions. This has 
to be balanced with the concern that no one should be deterred from 
use/participation by charges that are too high, particularly those on low 
income. Authorities’ research into what people are prepared to pay is limited 
and there are wide variations in pricing policies and levels of charges between 
authorities.” (Para 3.5.13). 
The guidance goes on to suggest that local authorities carry out market 
research on the impact of existing or future charging regimes. Ultimately, 
though, charges and concessions remain a matter for each local authority. 
There are no centrally held figures on the number of local authorities that 
provide free access to leisure facilities, including swimming pools.  However, 
the national sports agency for Scotland, sportscotland, has carried out 
research into charges for sports facilities.  The latest report (2008-2009), was 
published in December 2008, and is the result of a survey of local authorities.   
It is clear from this survey that there are no local authorities that provide free 
access for children across all facilities.  However, many local authorities offer 
concessionary schemes.  In general, the report (p 8-11) found three main 

                                                 
1 ‘Pathways into Sport and Physical Activity’ Inquiry Report (May 2009, para 180) 
2 ‘Implementation of the National Cultural Strategy, Guidance for Scottish Local Authorities, 
COSLA and Scottish Executive’

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1318.htm
http://www.sportscotland.org.uk/NR/rdonlyres/75166890-D980-4E37-AFED-17901AC12467/0/ChargesforSportsFacilitiesScotland20082009.pdf
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/hs/reports-09/her09-05-00.htm
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/47034/0017724.pdf
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/47034/0017724.pdf


 

types of scheme, at least one of which was offered in each local authority 
area: 
 

• Concession charges: directed at individuals from financially, or socially 
disadvantaged groups and involves the application of reduced charges 
for, or the free use of various activities and facilities.  Twenty (63%) 
local authorities offered this type of scheme. 

• Concession Card Scheme: involves the provision of a concession card 
solely to individuals from financially, or socially disadvantaged groups, 
where use of the card affords access to a range of reduced, or zero 
prices. It was offered in 13 (41%) local authority areas. 

• Passport Access Scheme: this scheme makes concession cards, for 
which a charge is usually imposed, available to general users. Fifteen 
(47%) local authorities offered this. 

 
It should be noted that different local authorities included different types of 
facilities within schemes, eg 31 included swimming pools and sports centres 
in these schemes, 22 included tennis courts and 19 included golf courses.   
As regards children and young people specifically, the report found that 28 
local authorities (88%) included under 18s in their concessionary schemes.  
However, a number of issues were identified, including: 
 

• 25 local authorities offered reduced rates to the under 18s at peak 
times but none offered free access (p 10) 

• one local authority only offered reduced rates to the under 18s at off-
peak times and one offered free access (p 10) 

• a similar trend existed for other eligibility groups, apart from elite 
athletes, where 19 local authorities offered free access at peak times 
and 9 reduced rate access (p 10) 

 

Scottish Government Action 
Whilst there is no commitment for free access to all sporting and leisure 
facilities for children, as per the petition, the Scottish Government is 
committed to working with local authorities to provide all children year round 
swimming free of charge.  In November 2009, the Minister for Public Health, 
Shona Robison MSP, in answer to a question concerning the expected date 
for this commitment being met, said: 
“There are already over 65% of local authorities that provide a mixture of free 
and discounted swimming to targeted groups, and it is hoped that the 
remaining local authorities will recognise the benefits that free access to 
swimming pools can bring to achieving their local outcomes.  We will continue 
to work with local authorities, Scottish Swimming, sportscotland and others to 
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ensure we offer more and better opportunities for our young people to enjoy 
and benefit from swimming…”3

 
In addition, the Scottish Government4 has also noted that the CashBack for 
Communities programme5 has enabled children and young people to access 
a range of sporting activities. 
It is also worth noting that sportscotland, as the national sports agency, is 
responsible for distributing central government and lottery funding to councils 
and sporting governing bodies.  In terms of facilities, its funding is geared 
towards the support of national and regional projects.  These projects will be 
led by local authorities, which provide most of the funding and run the facilities 
thereafter (either directly or through leisure trusts they set up).  However, in 
securing sportscotland funding, local authorities will have to agree to certain 
terms including on access, though this usually surrounds access for clubs and 
athletes. 

Scottish Parliament Action 
In May 2009, the Health and Sport Committee published its ‘‘Pathways into 
Sport and Physical Activity’ inquiry report.  Whilst this considered ways of 
improving of accessibility to sporting facilities it did not specifically address 
charging as part of this. 
 
Jude Payne 
Senior Research Specialist 
3 March 2010 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings 
with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments 
on any petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is 
correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these 
briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent 
changes. 

                                                 
3 S3W-28816
4 Personal communication 3 March 2010 
5 A programme of diversionary activities for young people to increase the opportunities they 
have to develop their interests and skills using funds recovered from criminals  It includes a 
range of partnerships with Scottish sporting associations. 
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