
  

Scottish Outdoor Education Centres 

Scrutiny of the impact of covid-19 on children, young people and the services 

that support them 

The 5 broad questions to frame the session are:   

1. What are the key impacts on youth work services and organisations of Covid-

19? 

2. What are the key impacts on young people and future impacts? 

3. What is youth work’s role in Covid-19 recovery? 

4. What is the long-term sustainability of youth work? 

5. How can young people have equal access to youth work as part of their 

education? 

 

1. Key impacts on youth work services and organisations of Covid-19? 

The crisis has been massively disruptive for the Third Sector (TS) organisations, 

voluntary organisations, charities and social enterprises that provide most of the 

outdoor learning and away from home experiences for young people.  It continues to 

threaten our viability.  

TS providers are all at various stages of ‘going under.’  The next few months could 

see regular news items on the latest closures of charities and outdoor centres, 

culminating in the total loss of Centres and residential experience for young people 

in Scotland.  If Centres close, we (charities, voluntary organisations, Scotland) are 

unlikely to have the money to bring them back.  

We have all reacted promptly to the existential threat of trade with schools being 

wiped out. I can speak for SOEC but these issues relate to other voluntary youth 

work organisations, charities and social enterprises in different ways.  Lockdown 

occurred at the most important time of year, for example, SOEC generates 70% of it 

£1.4m annual income between March and June.  We have therefore temporarily 

closed our Centres.  

At SOEC, we quickly devised short, medium- and long-term strategies.  We have 

weathered the initial storm.  The response from government in the initial phase of the 

crisis has been fabulous. SOEC was able to benefit from the CJRS under which 

we’ve furloughed 90% of the staff team and so far has avoided making 

redundancies. We welcome the extension of the scheme.  We have also been able 

to make recourse to the TSRF, and alongside a great deal of work to secure 

deferments from suppliers etc., this will carry us through to mid-July.  However, we 

have now initiated a consultation with staff about the likelihood of redundancies.  

In the medium-term strategy, we are preparing to reopen Centres the moment the 

all-clear is sounded, operating at around 25% capacity.  This will not be enough to 

recoup losses but is an important step toward normalisation for us and particularly 

for young people.  In the medium term, we hope that the Government will support us 

to redeploy our teams of outdoor specialists, to support ERG and schools reopening, 



  

and getting young people outdoors.  TS charities have a good reputation among the 

public and we can help instil confidence among parents for their children returning to 

school and getting them outdoors where it is safe.  

We await a response from our insurance company on the matter of business 

disruption for which we had taken out cover. This is important because our Centres 

have rolling programmes of maintenance that would have been funded from our 

income this year, but which is currently stalled.  Yet it is essential to ensure the 

Centres are in good and safe condition from moment we are able to reopen.   

We also have an option to borrow money e.g. from Social Investment Scotland. 

However, SOEC, its facilities and infrastructure is 80 years old this year and our 

plans are to progress the new build of residential Centres.  If we have to borrow to 

ensure organisational viability into 2021, we will delay new build plans by 3-5 years.  

In the last 10 years, SOEC has invested £2m in our Centres and reduced borrowing 

from £1.08m to around £70,000; not bad in the decade since the economic downturn 

but now we must focus on new build of Centres.  Over the same period, we have 

also delivered over 500,000 outdoor learning days to 150,000 young people and we 

consider our work will remain relevant to young people for decades to come.    

Therefore, support mechanisms have been made available and SOEC has made 

recourse to them.  Others in our sector have not been so fortunate. There may still 

be other options.  But if any of these support mechanisms fail to materialise, the 

challenge of survival becomes much harder. Having weathered the initial storm, we 

are able to support the ERS, but the threat of the demise of the residential 

experience as an option for schools and young people in Scotland remains very real.  

2. Key impacts on young people and future impacts? 

Young people have felt threatened by the virus and some have been traumatised by 

their lockdown experience.  Some have lost family members.  Additional needs will 

have been exacerbated by the lockdown, and we anticipate that more young people 

will display mental health concerns.  In just the last week, teachers have seen pupils 

in school who prior to lockdown, were gregarious and enthusiastically engaged but 

who are now subdued.  Teachers are concerned that pupils will be disoriented by 

returning to a school environment that is very different from what they remember; 

one which is more constrained because of the need to maintain social distancing etc.  

Teachers are actively engaged in mitigating these impacts. TS outdoor professionals 

can help.   

The lockdown confinement has made many young people more connected in some 

respects.  They are aware of ice sheets melting and threats to polar bears and other 

species; of rainforest loss and of drought and famine. They hear the sabre rattling 

between nations and see images of people being killed on seemingly ‘normal’ 

streets.  This generates a background level of anxiety.  Covid-19 has been 

accompanied by narratives from adults in various ways stating that “they do not 

know,” which adds further doubts to the fears of the virus threat.   

The negative impacts of Covid-19 highlights the need for young people to benefit 

from the experiences that outdoor learning provides.  It is vital to get young people 



  

active and engaging outdoors as soon as possible where the risks of transmission is 

vanishingly small. Our activities and approach, as directed by Head Teachers, will 

emphasise socialisation, play, communication, team work, health and wellbeing and 

mental health outcomes.    

Outdoor specialists already operate to robust risk assessment and rigorous standard 

operating procedures. Post-Covid-19 strictures are merely another layer of H&S 

requirement for us.  We can support teachers and other youth work professionals to 

get young people outdoors safely and with confidence.  

It is necessary to consider an adaptive strategy over a period of several months.  

The immediate priority is to work with young people as soon as possible and from 

August to support schools reopening. Very quickly, we will need to focus more on 

young people with additional needs, those from areas of deprivation, vulnerable 

young people and the black and ethnic communities.  By redeploying our teams of 

youth work professionals, we may be able to mitigate damage from any second or 

third wave, lockdown. 

Within a few short months, we will face the threat of high levels of unemployment 

which will impact most heavily on young people and will have to refocus on 

Transition to Work initiatives.  There will be opportunities to focus on specific jobs but 

young people will also benefit greatly from the generic skills and qualities listed 

below.  

3. What is youth work’s role in Covid-19 recovery? 

Post-Covid-19, there is an urgent need for young people to get outside, to socialise 

and play.  There will be a need for them to be engaged with other trusted adults who 

are relaxed and confident around them, and who can answer their questions with 

sensitivity.     

Teachers take the lead as trusted adults but they cannot do everything; they need 

allies.  Outdoor education specialists are “other educators” with the skills required to 

get young people engaged outdoors safely.  Through collaboration, teachers and 

outdoor specialists will ensure activities are fun but also deliver educational and 

developmental outcomes that teachers want for their pupils.  

There is a need for young people to connect with the wider outdoors.  Many young 

people are constrained to towns and cities and they need to know that the other 95% 

of Scotland that is not urbanised is available to them.  Covid-19 highlights the need 

for the outdoors as a therapeutic space. Young people in rural areas face different 

challenges but the lockdown is unlikely to have alleviated the negative effects of rural 

living such as isolation.   

We are emerging from the health crisis; we must now address the education and 

youth crisis. Against this background, the loss of the residential opportunity for young 

people would be a calamity. We now know far more about the potential and 

importance of combining outdoor learning with ‘away from home’ experiences, 

whether that be for consecutive days (e.g. on expedition or 5-day residential) or 

several single days over a period of weeks or months.   



  

The away from home experience greatly amplifies the efficacy of outdoor learning.  

Specialist outdoor educators use activities (educational, environmental, adventurous, 

leisurely etc.) to inspire and empower young people to develop the qualities and 

skills (confidence, resilience, team work, communication, problem solving etc.) that 

are widely agreed to be those they need in their future.  A programme of outdoor 

experiences over several days, changes a young person fundamentally: their self-

perception, self-belief, growth mind-set and optimism.   These positive changes in 

young people are essential if they are to survive and thrive in a world of rapid change 

driven by climate heating, technological development and globalisation – issues that 

have not gone away.  

Given the array of fears and anxiety, and the therapeutic potential of being active in 

the outdoors, and given our desire for young people to develop qualities and skills to 

survive and thrive in a world of rapid change, it is necessary to see the importance of 

residential and experiential learning. Young people will be empowered to confront 

major challenges in their future, if they have a track record of progressive 

experiences, succeeding at what they thought was beyond them.  Like building a fire, 

or bivouacking outdoors, or abseiling down a rock face, or even just surviving being 

away from mum and dad for a few days.   

4. What is the long-term sustainability of youth work? 

Prior to the impact of Covid-19, the prognosis for the residential sector was not good.  

After decades of Centre closure, three local authority outdoor centres (run by W. 

Lothian, N. Lanarkshire and Glasgow), and one TS centre closed or signalled they 

were to close. Lockdown threatens to bring matters to a head and we are aware of 3 

other Centres that are close to shut down.  As stated in Qu.1, all providers are weeks 

away from closure.  We are most definitely staring at the complete demise of 

residential experience as an option for teachers and young people.  

Directives from Local Authorities (LAs) to schools, not to make any bookings until the 

academic year 2020-21 are precipitate. If this takes hold, it will result in the closure 

of most if not all Centres. The priority for us all; for the Education and the Outdoor 

Education sectors, must be to adapt to the “new normal” and drive safely toward 

greater normality for pupils.  

Nothing in this section should detract from the primacy of young people and 

Education Recovery at this time. Looking forward…  

Change is being forced upon us all. Changes is a threat but it also creates 

opportunities.  It is apparent that for 10 years at least, the mixed economy of 

provision has been failing the outdoor learning sector, the Scottish Government, 

Scotland and young people.  With change, we can and must do much better.  We 

must identify and respond to the obstacles that result in the clear trend of closure of 

Centres. If we do not, they will persist and prevent the sector from realising its 

considerable potential.   

I believe Ministers and Parliamentarians must be very frustrated by our sector. On 

several occasions in recent years, Committees have sought evidence on whether OL 



  

and ROL works and if it helps education, and pupils etc.?  The answer remains 

emphatically – yes it does.  

Ministers have made positive statements. Ten years ago, the then Minister for 

Schools and Skills, in the Foreword of the Report from the national Outdoor Learning 

Strategic Advisor body said, “progressive outdoor learning experiences are best 

delivered through a combination of school-based outdoor learning and 

residential programmes.” 

In 2020, John Swinney, DFM and Cab Sec for Education and Skills stated, “I am 

keen to ensure that residential outdoor learning experiences continue to be 

part of the Curriculum for Excellence.”      

In our sector, there are examples of outstanding work but MSPs must find it galling 

that a sector that purports to be so valuable to young people, is overall failing to 

deliver.  Young people should experience different types of OL regularly and 

frequently but the net result is that many young people still do not get out at all, and if 

they have a residential experience, they can consider themselves among the lucky 

ones.   

This failure is the result of various factors: the failure of leadership (ironic in a sector 

that purports to instil leadership in young people); an operating environment the 

allows poor understanding of competition to determine relationships in the sector; a 

skewed ‘playing field’ where economic clout is used to undermine and undercut 

others; vested interest that blocks partnership working etc. In short, it is the mixed 

economy of provision that is driving us on the rocks.   

Parliamentarians will be beset by a myriad of networks claiming leadership in this 

area. We have to be selective if we’re to protect time to do essential work, hence, we 

are actives members of AHOEC, Youthlink and IOL and maintain a connection to 

SAAF, NNOL and umpteen others.  The strategic advice of some of these groups 

has been dubious over the years and has to be seen through the filter of vested 

interest.  SAPOE claims its leadership status but it has never sought to take up the 

leadership mantel in Scotland; and changes constantly to suit the exigencies of local 

authorities.  No wonder confusion is rife.   

Government officials have regularly exhorted TS organisations to “get involved” with 

the latest initiative, whether it is Community Partnerships, DYW or other Council-led 

initiatives. They must wonder why this doesn’t work and whether Third Sector/youth 

work organisations are up to scratch?  There is a clear disconnect between what 

policy makers want and what actually happens on the ground.    

One example of a Council and DYW is provided below that exemplifies a typical 

response to so many approaches by the Third Sector.  

 

 

 



  

DYW 
Civil Servants encouraged SOEC and other TS organisations, to join Councils and 
Colleges at the launch of Developing the Young Workforce in Feb 2015.  The 
event was dominated by Councils, but the CEO of Prince’s Trust said, “Do not 
forget the TS– we can help”.  I was told last year that there had been no approach 
from local authorities.    
In 2018, at a meeting in the Borders, I presented a report on SOEC’s innovative 
and highly successful, Transition to Work Programme for Young People with 
Autistic Spectrum Diagnoses.  Afterward, a member of DYW said that, they had to 
do more to reach young people with additional needs because they had been 
unable to do so. I therefore sent the SOEC Report to DYW and said we would like 
to work in partnership with them.   
The response was, the Council are going to do something; they didn’t know what 
yet but it would possibly involve inspirational speakers from the business 
community.  A year later, my follow-up request for a progress update went 
unanswered.   
This experience between LAs and the TS is commonplace. Despite regular calls 
for meaningful partnership working, struggle with this concept.  They establish 
partnerships with government agencies and other public sector organisations, but 
this is largely just joined up Government. They fail to recognise that partnerships 
deliver incisive services, are creative and innovative, and tap into the deep 
commitment and experience of the Third Sector.   

 

I really do not wish to be negative.  I believe you have to understand why something 

is not working if we are to successfully put youth work and residential experience on 

a sustainable basis.   Currently the situation is serious as we look at the impending 

demise of residential outdoor learning in Scotland.  But there are opportunities to put 

the sector on a sustainable basis and this predicate my comments below.    

A new architecture in public policy is required based on new relations between 

contributors: with LAs as the coordinators and arbiters of quality for schools, the TS 

as delivery agents, and business and industry that stand to benefit from the upskilled 

workforce; and SG brokering new partnerships.    

LAs need to step back from delivery.  There is no statutory basis for LAs to deliver 

outdoor learning and there are no benefits to communities or young people if the LA 

competes with viable social enterprises that have proven records of sustaining jobs 

and delivering services and Government policy.  

LAs need to extend partnerships to include TS recognising their valuable 

contributions with their resources of professionals and volunteers, and their 

governance and management of facilities (70% of the residential bed space at 

Centres), and land for young people.  Charities are independent organisations but all 

arte committed to Government priorities including CfE, GIRFEC, Sustainability and 

Youth Policy.   

In addition, the TS multiplies any support money from the Government many times 

over, in terms of value of benefits and outcomes.  For example, a Social Return on 

Investment analysis for SOEC determined a ratio of 1:11, with every £1 invested 



  

resulting in over £11 of social and environmental benefits. Therefore, conservatively 

speaking, the return to Scotland and all young people from our £1.4m income 

generated will be in the order of more than £210,000,000.   This is supplemented by 

funding from philanthropists, companies and others who wish to support our 

charitable work. In providing Outdoor Learning to schools and others, the TS gives 

more than it takes.   

5. How can young people have equal access to youth work as part of their 

education? 

My intention here is not to be overly prescriptive but proffer this as a simplified 

example.   The pupil roll in Scottish schools in any year cohort is around 70,000.  For 

the years P3 – S5, a 5-day residential costs between £300-£380 (with higher or 

lower prices at various times of the year).  A clear structure would enable the per 

pupil price to be delivered at the lower end of the cost scale.  Therefore, provision of 

a 5-day residential for any one, year cohort (e.g. all P6s or all S2s) would cost 

£21,000,000; approximately 6% of the total education budget for 2019-2020.   

Currently parents pay 100% of their child’s experience but the system would benefit 

enormously from the Government paid the tuition-side of the experience, leaving 

parents to pay the other half i.e. the accommodation and food.  This would reduce 

the costs to the public purse to nearer £10m.  

The TS has often provided bursaries for young people who for whatever reason are 

in most need.  For example, with new Centres, SOEC projects each will generate 

income of over £1m, sufficient to both invest in buildings and establish bursaries to 

support families and young people in most need.  

Many philanthropists are highly motivated to support disadvantaged and vulnerable 

young people and keen to support charities to deliver services that make a 

difference.  Government support for a national strategy for TS organisations as 

delivery agents, with politicians brokering new partnerships, would be a major 

stimulus to the sector.  It would bring clarity that is desperately needed and result in 

many more, young people getting into the outdoors.   

SOEC was to celebrate its 80th anniversary this year. In the Parliament Reception 

this June, alongside other Third Sector organisations, we were to raise the theme of 

Greater Ambition for Young People. The world has changed and there are 

opportunities.  In some respects, we are relying on the decisions made by 

Parliamentarians in 1939 when their backs were very much to the wall.  Young 

people in Scotland need Parliamentarians today to see the opportunities of change 

and create a new economy and operating environment to make residential 

experiences sustainable for young people into the future.     

Dave Spence 

June 2020 


