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Introduction 
Fair Funding for Our Kids is a group bringing together everyone concerned that 3 to 5 
year-olds are not able to access their entitlement to a free nursery place. We include 
working parents, stay at home parents, and nursery providers. Since it was established in 
summer 2014 over 1,000 people have signed up to the campaign. 
 
General remarks 
We have focused on the issues we know most about: the problems that parents face in 
accessing the 600 hours to which they are currently entitled, and the measures that would 
help tackle these problems. We know the Scottish Government is consulting on 
approaches to childcare as we approach the 2020 commitment to 1150 hours and we are 
developing a response. We will be happy to share this with the Committee. 
 
Earlier this year we published a report based on FOIs to all local authorities1. We found: 
 

 73% of all free childcare places for 3-5 year olds in Scotland were offered in council 
run nurseries. 

 89% of all council nursery places for 3-5 year olds were half days only 

 65% of all nursery places in Scotland were half days only 

 Local authorities in Scotland are underfunding places in private nurseries by up to 
£492 per child 

 25 of Scotland’s 32 local authorities were offering an hourly rate below the national 
average cost of a nursery place 

 Near total lack of data on children attending formal childcare settings but not 
accessing their entitlement makes it impossible to judge the success of the policy. 

 

Council nurseries 
Council nurseries do not currently have sufficient capacity to deal with the number of 
children entitled to a free place. Therefore, the only way many of them can meet the 
entitlement to 600 hours of free childcare is to offer places of three hours and ten minutes 
in the morning or afternoon during term time only. Parents do not normally have the option 
of paying for their child to remain at the same nursery for the rest of the day. This 
effectively doubles the capacity of nurseries, at the expense of working parents. In order to 
access these places, working parents must make alternative arrangements for drop off, 
pick up and care for the rest of the working day and during holidays. This haphazard 
patchwork of childcare, with several different carers taking responsibility at different points 
in the day, is impossible for many families to manage, potentially unsafe and harmful to 
children’s wellbeing. As a recent Care Inspectorate report pointed out,  
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“Disrupting continuity of care should generally be avoided unless this is clearly in the best 
interests of the individual child”2.  
 
Partnership places 
Most councils buy extra spaces at private ‘partnership nurseries’ but the number they buy 
is often decided without any reference to how many eligible children already go there. At 
many partnership nurseries there are more eligible children than funded places and the 
nursery must decide who gets the funding.  
 
If a child is already settled at another nursery not in partnership with the council, she will 
get nothing at all: unless her parents move her to a nursery with funding. And for children 
who live in one council area but need to attend nursery in another there is no mechanism 
to have their home council pay for their nursery place in another council area.  

Parents are therefore being asked to move their children to a different nursery to chase 
their entitlement, and as some local authorities make funding decisions annually, a child 
may be expected to move nursery three times by the age of 5 in order to maintain access 
to funding. Continuity of care and established emotional bonds are vital for the well being 
of young children, but parents are being asked to repeatedly take their children out of a 
settled environment in order to access their funding entitlement.  
 
This lack of stability in funding for partnership places creates real difficulties for children, 
parents and partnership nurseries.  
 
Glasgow City Council has recently decided it will no longer cap partnership places. This is 
hugely welcome and is already making a real difference to working parents. 
 
However, since this decision was taken we have heard of one nursery informing parents it 
will deduct 10% from each child’s partnership funding before passing the remainder to the 
parents. This is to cover staffing and resources. Glasgow City Council is investigating: they 
tell us this is permitted as long as parents agree. We have asked the Minister for Childcare 
and Early Years to clarify the legality of this situation. So far we have not received a 
response beyond an acknowledgement. 
 
East Lothian Council has also confirmed they are no longer capping places but this is on a 
case by case basis.   Partnership places are allocated where there is high demand for 
council places not where there is parent demand for partnership nurseries.  Therefore, 
Haddington's council nurseries are very full and therefore received more partnership 
places to fulfil demand but Musselburgh has under capacity in their council nurseries so 
have less partnership places allocated.   However, parent demand for partnership places 
in Musselburgh is high as they offer extended opening hours and parents can therefore 
drop off early before commuting into Edinburgh. 
 
Case Study from West Lothian 
 
Jane’s story (not her real name) 

We moved from Edinburgh to West Lothian in early 2016. We had assumed that all 
councils in Scotland dealt with the entitlement to free hours for 3-5 year olds in the same 

                                                 
2
 Care Inspectorate, Scotland’s Early Learning and Childcare - an initial overview of the expansion 

of provision during 2014/15, 2015 

http://www.careinspectorate.com/images/documents/3049/Scotlands_early_learning_and_childcare_-_an_initial_overview_of_the_expansion_of_provision_1.pdf
http://www.careinspectorate.com/images/documents/3049/Scotlands_early_learning_and_childcare_-_an_initial_overview_of_the_expansion_of_provision_1.pdf


 

 

way. So we hadn't really thought about our move to a new council affecting our chance of 
getting funding.  
 
Our son had been at a private nursery in Edinburgh, because the council nurseries offered 
totally unusable hours for working parents. So when we moved, we found another branch 
of the same nursery in Livingston.  The new nursery mentioned nothing to us about the 
application process in West Lothian or the slim chance we had of getting a funded place. 
 
So, I was waiting for our new nursery to sort things out: when we lived in Edinburgh the 
nursery told us they would deal with it all, so I assumed it would be the same in West 
Lothian. Then just before we were due to go away on holiday, I heard some parents 
talking about problems with funded places. I went to speak to the nursery manager who 
told me that in West Lothian you had to submit your top 3 choices for nursery by the March 
before your child turns 3. So we had missed the deadline.  
 
The council told us if we could apply and explain why we were late, they would take that 
into consideration. We put our son’s nursery as our first choice - he had only just started 
there and we didn’t want to disrupt him again. The hours also suited our working 
commitments perfectly.  
 
Our second choice was our local council nursery, We only asked for the Monday and 
Friday mornings (I work part time as a teacher Tuesday- Thursday so could only drop him 
off and pick him up on the days I don't work). That way he would continue going to the 
nursery he knew but also get to know children he would be going to school with.  
 
Months later we got our response. Basically, they said we had applied too late and that 
they would not fund our son’s place at a partnership nursery when there was a council 
place close to our home.  They went on to explain that they could not give us a place at 
our chosen nursery because we only wanted two mornings and not the five that would 
make up a morning session. So they offered us a place at another nursery on a 
Wednesday and Thursday between 8am-4pm.  
 
They didn't seem to care what was best for our son or our circumstances but simply what 
fitted into their budget. I don't mind paying for childcare. What annoys me is the lack of 
fairness. It all comes down to where you live, nothing more. All my friends in Edinburgh are 
getting 16 hours a week of free childcare.  
 
Eventually we found a loophole. There is an agreement between Edinburgh council and the 
bordering councils for partnership funding. So we are sending our son to a private nursery 
which is open 7.30-6  in Ratho, Edinburgh (which is only 10 minutes away from where we 
live) and West Lothian will reimburse Edinburgh council for the funding. I find it totally 
bizarre that West Lothian are willing to fund a private nursery out of their council area but 
not within.  
 
Our son still had to change nursery which isn't ideal, but I wanted him to go to the same 
nursery for the three days rather than one nursery for 2 days, and then a second nursery 
plus wrap around care for the third full day. Plus we will save a lot of money. I think it is 
totally unfair that so many other parents in West Lothian will not be able to do this as they 
may not live near a council border. They will instead be left with the options of their child 
being passed from pillar to post in order to save money or continue to pay for childcare 
even though the Government says they are entitled to free hours.  
 



 

 

 
 
Lack of data 
At present, no-one knows how many children are actually getting their entitlement. Our 
research, surveys by the National Day Nursery Association3 and the Scottish 
Government’s own research4 all suggest that around one in five children are missing out. 
While the Care Inspectorate recently reported that most local authorities have succeeded 
in making the 600 hours available, it went on to state, 
 
“Fulfilling a commitment to make available 600 hours is different from children actually 
taking up the place on offer and rates of take-up vary considerably by local authority area”. 
 
The recent report from the Family and Childcare Trust found that sixteen local authorities 
did not know if they have enough childcare for working families5. 
 
Funding 
A report from the Commission for Childcare Reform concluded that funding of childcare, 
for families and providers, is “complex, confusing, unfair and lacks transparency”.6 
 
As the Committee has previously heard, a recent report from the Scottish Government 
suggests that local authorities have underspent their childcare budgets by £140m 
nationally.7 For those parents who are struggling to access their promised 600 hours, this 
is  beyond frustrating.  
 
Moving to 1140 hours 
There is a need for a substantial capital investment to deliver the 1140 hours. In 2015 Fair 
Funding for our Kids counted all the nursery spaces in Scotland as listed on the Care 
Inspectorate website: council, partnership, non-partnership and playgroups. Even if 
councils used every single space to deliver the promise of 1,140 free hours by the end of 
2020, Scotland would still be 26,000 places short. With an average of 40 children in a 
nursery, this means 650 new nurseries minimum, before factoring in variations in demand, 
geographical spread or people looking for nursery places outside the ‘free place’ promise.  
 
Achieving policy aims 
Although the promise of free childcare hours is welcome, this policy is failing in one of its 
primary aims; to support parents into work or training and provide a route out of 
unemployment and poverty. 
For parents who cannot afford the high cost of private childcare, the half day sessions 
available in council nurseries are often their only available option. Rather than supporting 
parents into employment, this model of provision simply becomes another barrier to work: 
few of us can find a job that will fit around three hours and ten minutes of childcare per 
day. It is particularly important to get things right in more deprived areas, where there are 
few private nurseries offering full-day places throughout the year. 

 

                                                 
3 National Day Nursery Association, Annual Nursery Survey 2015- Scotland, 2015 
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 Scottish Government, Increasing the Hours of Free Early Learning and Child Care Provision - an 

exploratory analysis of parents’ views on the proposed increase to 1140 hours per year, 2015 
5
 Family and Childcare Trust, Childcare Survey 2016 
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7 Scottish Government, Financial Review of Early Learning and Childcare, 2016 (table 25) 
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What does Fair Funding for our Kids want? 
 
1. Introduce a statutory requirement on local authorities to fund places for all 3-5 year olds at any 

provider meeting the quality standards 
2. Guarantee reciprocal funding arrangements between local authorities in Scotland. 
3. Stop the underfunding of private nurseries by guaranteeing a minimum hourly rate that 

reflects the national average  
4. Funding for childcare to be ring fenced 
5. A ten-year national strategy on childcare 
 
Thank you for your attention. 
 
Fair Funding for our Kids fairfundingforourkids@outlook.com 
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