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1. PURPOSE OF REPORT 

 
The purpose of this report is to bring the Committee up to date with the 
progress that has been made by the Access to Leisure (A2L) Working 
Group which was set up to identify the recommended operational 
changes to the current Access to Leisure Scheme. This follows the 
earlier report to this Committee in May 2014 which set out both policy 
recommendations and specific actions recommended by the Council’s 
Consultants, Strategic Leisure Ltd.  
 
 

2. RECOMMENDATION(S) 
 
It is recommended that the Committee: 
 

a) Note the work undertaken by the Access to Leisure Working Group in 
preparing for, and identifying the required actions, of the policy 
changes as previously recommended; 

 
b) Note that further work in relation to the implications of free swimming is 

required and will be brought back to this committee. 
 

c) Note that further work is required on simplifying the application and 
administrative processes and this will be brought back to this 
committee. 
 

d) Note that enhanced monitoring of A2L card use will be enforced by all 
operators, ensuring that all usage is recorded, misuse of A2L cards 
minimised to provide a more robust framework for the measurement of 
the success and outcomes of the revised A2L scheme.  

 
e) Note that further work on identifying the implications of restricting 

eligibility in the future to those over the national state retirement age in 
receipt of benefits related to income and / or disability is to be 
undertaken and brought back to this committee. 



 
f) Note that further work in linking the A2L scheme to a robust, evidenced 

GP Referral scheme is to be undertaken. 
 

g) Approve the deletion of the following categories from the eligibility 
criteria: those in receipt of bereavement allowance, those with a 
hearing / vision impairment, those receiving a home education, those 
receiving widow’s allowance, asylum seeker, bereavement allowance, 
guardians allowance, industrial injuries disablement benefit, learning 
disability and physical disability; 
 

h) Approve the provision of subsidised teas and coffees only be provided 
by partners ‘Loyalty Card’ arrangements;  
 

i) Approve the reduction in discount for crèche and childcare related 
activities to 25% across the services and the discount for crèche 
provision in sports centres should only be applicable when the 
parent/carer is taking part in sport and physical activity. 

 
j) Approve the proposal that those residents who have current A2L 

entitlement at the age of 60 should retain this entitlement. 
 

k) Approve the proposal that future eligibility is specifically related to the 
national state retirement age ie age of entitlement is automatically 
phased in accordance with the current legislation. 
 

l) Approve the proposal that the revised A2L scheme be applicable 
during all public opening hours of the facilities and services. 
 
 
 

3. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
The Council’s Early Years’ Service has a budgetary provision of £20k 
to support Access to Leisure participation. Costs associated with the 
current access to leisure entitlement has reached £50k As part of the 
service budget savings it has agreed to make the service cost neutral 
within five years and the proposal to reduce the A2L discount to 25% 
will support this requirement. 
 
The Council’s Museum and Galleries Service receives no additional 
budget to cover the provision of half price teas and coffees. The 
proposed changes to the scheme to offer reductions by way of a loyalty 
discount will have a marginal positive impact on the service.  
 
The Council’s sporting Arms’ Length External Organisations (ALEO’s) 
including Sport Aberdeen, Garthdee Alpine Snowsports Centre and 
Aberdeen Sports Village are required to recognise the scheme and this 
is built into their core grant settlement. 
 
It is difficult to quantify any financial implications (positive or negative) 
which may arise from a re-focussed and targeted scheme at this stage.  



 
 

4. OTHER IMPLICATIONS 
 
4.1 Legal – Whilst there is no statutory obligation for the City to provide 

A2L it is included within the contractual arrangements with all ALEO’s. 
 
4.2 Resource – In order to market the scheme additional resource will be 

required which will be met from existing budgets.  There will be no 
implications on the additional resource. 

 
4.3 Personnel – A2L is administered through the Customer Service teams 

at the Customer Service Centre and Customer Access Points and 
libraries. Future plans may include administering A2L cards at venues 
where they are available for use and this would require additional 
training for staff on the process involved.  This additional time would be 
minimal.  The launch of the new A2L scheme personnel training will be 
required in order to ensure accurate monitoring and evaluation of the 
scheme going forward. 
 

4.4 Property – No implications. 
 

4.5 Equipment/Health and Safety – All equipment within each organisation 
will be to a high standard where it is regularly checked to ensure 
compliance with regulation standards.  For the purpose of A2L it is 
noted that there may be additional needs concerning equipment and 
those that meet the criteria of A2L i.e. disability but additional 
provisions will be put in place to ensure no risk is presented.  All 
ALEO’s adhere to their own health and safety policies which 
encompasses the A2L requirements. 

 
 
5. BACKGROUND/MAIN ISSUES 

 
5.1 The previous report considered at the Finance, Policy & Resources 

Committee in May 2014 approved 10 policy recommendations and 
made 6 specific recommendations in relation to operational changes 
that were being proposed, including the setting up of an Access to 
Leisure Working Group to identify the specific actions and implications 
of some of the changes being proposed. 

  
5.2 A Working Group comprising Officers from ECS (Museums and 

Galleries, Accord Card Team, Assets and Finance, Equalities, Policy, 
Performance and Resources, Early Years Services and 
representatives from the Council’s Arms’ Length External 
Organisations (ALEO’s) including Sport Aberdeen, Aberdeen Sports 
Village and Garthdee Alpine Snow Sports Centre has been established 
and led by Sport Aberdeen as part of the wider responsibilities 
transferred by the Council.    

 
5.3 As a reminder, the current scheme offers reduced price access to 

eligible groups for all activities at sport, leisure and cultural facilities 



operated by the Council or via its ALEO’s. In addition, RGU Sport also 
voluntarily offers the same discounts. There are currently 58,286 A2L 
cards in circulation, almost 40,000 of which held by those aged 65+. In 
practice only 5,126 cards have been used by individuals within the last 
12 months, with 23.5% of active users falling within the 65+ age group. 

 
5.4 The focus of the policy changes principally relate to the aims of the A2L 

scheme to support the reduction of health and wellbeing inequalities in 
Aberdeen, through increasing access to regular sport and physical 
activity by those for whom affordability or cost is a barrier to 
participation. Realigning the A2L in this way will therefore link more 
closely with the Council’s revised priorities as set out in the Community 
Planning Aberdeen (CPA) locality plans.  

 
5.5 The re-alignment of the A2L scheme has identified a number of 

entitlement groups who would no longer be eligible under this change 
unless in receipt of another qualifying benefit entitlement. These 
include those in receipt of bereavement allowance, those with a 
hearing / visual impairment, those receiving a home education, those 
with learning and physical disabilities and those in receipt of a widow’s 
parents allowance. It is important to stress that not all individuals in any 
one of these groups will automatically be excluded from the scheme. 
Those in receipt of a low income related benefit and / or a disability 
benefit will retain entitlement to the A2L scheme, in accordance with 
the re-alignment priorities.  

 
5.6 Limited data analysis has been undertaken on current A2L uptake by 

the various eligible groups. Approximately 3% of A2L uptake is by 
those with a learning or physical disability as their qualifying reason. It 
is not possible to identify how many of these people would qualify by 
virtue of an additional entitlement. In the sample analysed there are no 
applicants from the other qualifying categories. Equally those qualifying 
under the categories of learning and physical disabilities may be 
working and may not be prevented from participation in sport and 
physical activity by virtue of cost or their disability. A recommendation 
therefore is that the categories identified from 5.5 are removed from the 
scheme. 

 
5.7 A further policy recommendation was that eligibility for free teas and 

coffees should cease and the Accord Card should be used as a vehicle 
to continue discounted free teas and coffees. Whilst the A2L Working 
Group recognised the importance of social activities for the health and 
wellbeing in key targets groups and in particular those who may suffer 
isolation by virtue of age, disability, poor mental health or poverty, there 
was consensus that the ability of partners to offer refreshment 
discounts linked to regular sport and physical activity participation 
through the use of a loyalty card, would be better aligned to the 
purposes and outcomes of the A2L scheme, rather than discounted 
refreshments in their own right. It is therefore recommended that an 
amendment to this policy recommended be approved. 

 



5.8 Currently subsided child care via crèche, after school activities and 
holiday camps and with a discount of 50% is included within the 
scheme. The policy decision is that subsidised child care should 
remain within the scheme. The Aberdeen Childcare Service has budget 
provision for 20k for access to leisure but costs have increased year on 
year and in 15/16 total Access to Leisure cost have risen to 50k. The 
Early Years Service has recommended that the level of discount 
should therefore be reduced to 25% in order for the service to meet its 
required future budgetary position. In addition, it is recommended that 
there is a requirement for the use of A2L crèche places in sports 
centres is directly linked to the parent/carer taking part in sport and 
physical activity participation, thus directly aligning with the re-
alignment of the A2L scheme and the contribution it makes to 
improving the health and wellbeing of the individual. This would prevent 
the use of limited crèche places for non-sport and physical activities 
such as shopping or ad hoc childcare needs. Families will still have 
access to the A2L entitlement for community crèches and out of school 
care if they are receipt of benefits. 

 
5.9 The policy that the re-aligned scheme should facilitate access to 

regular participation for all those with an evidenced physical or learning 
disability or a long term health condition is supported, where there is a 
clear link with a defined benefit payment. This could potentially exclude 
those with a learning or physical disability who are in work; however 
data analysis suggests that this could adversely impact on a very small 
number of people. 

 
5.10 The policy decision linking the A2L scheme to a robust, evidenced-

based health referral / social prescription scheme is an area where 
further detailed work is required. There is currently no single GP 
Referral scheme operating within the City. 

 
5.11 The policy decision of linking a re-aligned A2L scheme into the national 

retirement age and to be implemented on a phased basis has been 
considered at length by the Working Group. Currently entitlement is 
automatically added to the Accord Card at age 60. If this was to be 
removed from those between the age of 60 and their national 
retirement age, this would potentially require the recall and 
replacement of up 50,000 Accord Cards. The Working Group 
recommends that those with current A2L entitlement by virtue of age 
alone should be allowed to retain entitlement. It should be noted that 
this is contrary to the ambitions of a realigned and refocused A2L 
scheme, but is a practicable solution in the short term.  It is also 
recommended that from the launch of the realigned A2L scheme that 
entitlement is directly linked to national retirement age.      

 
5.12 The Working Group considers that additional research is required to be 

undertaken into the impacts of restricting eligibility in future to those of 
national retirement age only to those who would otherwise qualify by 
virtue of low income and or disability. This would align more closely 
with the intended aims and outcomes of the A2L scheme and may 
improve the overall sustainability of the A2L scheme in the future. With 



an increasing ageing population unless some restriction on future 
entitlement is brought in, there is concern with the longer term 
sustainability of the A2L scheme even in its revised form.    

 
5.13 A previous approved policy decision related to the A2L discounts only 

being applicable during off-peak hours. The Working Group considers 
that this may unnecessarily adversely impact on those who may be 
unable to access facilities during off-peak times. In many cases sports 
facilities are currently unavailable during off-peak times with schools 
having priority access. Others may wish to take part with their families 
and friends. Restricting access in this way may adversely impact on 
health and wellbeing benefits that would otherwise be gained. All 
operators were in agreement that the benefits of including peak time 
access would outweigh any disadvantages. It is therefore 
recommended that the revised A2L scheme be applicable during all 
opening hours.    

 
5.14 The previous report required a review of the impact of the provision of 

free swimming. This is still to be completed and will be reported at the 
next meeting of this committee. In the meantime, free swimming 
continues to be offered at the designated community swimming pools. 

 
5.15 The previous report identified specific tasks to be undertaken by the 

A2L Working Group, the principle one being revisions to the A2L 
scheme resulting in a more focussed and targeted scheme aimed at 
those for whom cost and disability were key factors in preventing or 
reducing regular participation in sport and physical activity. The 
overriding outcome is to achieve reductions in health and wellbeing 
inequalities in Aberdeen.   

 
5.16 The Working Group has identified the following actions to support the 

above: 
a) Removal of certain categories of eligibility; 
b) Removal of universal entitlement at age 60 and directly link 

eligibility to the national state retirement age; 
c) Re-brand the A2L scheme, with a new name that reflects what 

the scheme is; 
d) A proposed re-launch date of 1st April 2017 supported by a pre- 

and post-marketing and communications plan to raise 
awareness of scheme and key messages; 

e) Identification of partners working with the targeted groups within 
communities to assist in raising awareness of new scheme; 

f) Proposals to target marketing and community engagement 
activities in SMD areas and link with CPA outcomes and the 
new locality plans. 

 
5.17 Identifying the impact of the proposed changes is not straightforward. 

The impacts can be at either an individual level, felt by certain groups 
or felt by the operators of the sport, leisure and cultural venues; 
however it is also important to distinguish between impacts and 
outcomes. The required outcome of a revised A2L scheme is very 
clear: a reduction in the health and wellbeing inequalities across the 



city. The impacts of the proposed changes may be that fewer people 
are eligible for the A2L scheme than previously or that people are now 
required to pay for previously free refreshments.      

 
5.18 The following summarises the impacts that can and have been 

identified based on the work undertaken so far. 
 

a) Re-alignment and refocussing of scheme: removing certain 
categories of eligibility is not anticipated to have any impact. 
Removal of generic learning and physical disabilities may impact on 
approximately 150 current A2L holders if they do not qualify by 
virtue of payment of one a range of benefits. In these 
circumstances, a number of people may be in employment and cost 
as a barrier to participation may not be experienced, removal of 
which is an intended outcome of the scheme.  
 

b) The number of people impacted by the removal of free teas and 
coffees cannot be determined, since records of individuals using 
A2L cards in this way is not measured. Alternative partner 
proposals based on a loyalty card system would adversely impact 
on those using A2L for this purpose since they would be required to 
pay, but the outcome on reducing health and wellbeing inequalities 
is unlikely to be significantly impacted. 

 

c) The proposed reduction in childcare activities would have some 
impact on those using these services. The restriction for crèche 
users on taking part in sport and physical activity would positively 
impact on health and wellbeing benefits. 

 

d) The proposal to allow A2L to be used during all opening hours 
would also positively impact on health and wellbeing benefits. In the 
case of swimming pools there is unlikely to be any adverse impact 
on pool operators since pools operate at peak capacities very 
infrequently. In the case of other activities, there could be a small 
loss of income for operators where maximum capacities are 
reached eg fitness classes; however the impact is difficult to 
quantify and may be partially offset by secondary spend 
opportunities. 

 

e) Linking the scheme to the national state retirement age would 
impact on Aberdeen residents who are currently under the age of 
60 and who would therefore have to wait longer to access the A2L 
scheme, under the age criteria. There are 688 active A2L card 
holders within the 55 – 64 age bracket, of whom approximately half 
would lose access to the A2L age 60.    

 

f) Work on simplifying the application and administrative processes 
are on-going. The requirements of the National Entitlement Card 
determine the processes that are required to confirm eligibility and 
this it this aspect which adds to the administrative process.  Work is 
currently being undertaken to determine the potential for all leisure 
facilities to handle applications, together with the option of adding 



A2L entitlement at the time of a free bus travel, but with a future 
validity date.  

 

g) Monitoring of the use of A2L cards will be enhanced by all 
operators, requiring all A2L cards to be scanned at the point of use. 
This is known not to happen at present and therefore not all A2L 
use will be recorded. This will provide the council with a much 
improved system of monitoring the outcomes of the revised 
scheme.   

 
 

6. IMPACT 
 
Improving Customer Experience – 
 
The purpose of the A2L scheme is to encourage participation in sport 
and physical activity for those that currently experience barriers to 
participation.  Through a more robust and targeted A2L scheme the 
customer experience will be simplified and therefore enhanced.  The 
customer is the main focus in the A2L scheme and the proposed 
changes are in order to improve the customer experience. 
 
Improving Staff Experience –  
 
Staff have collaborated, in the shape of the A2L working group, to 
contribute to the proposed changes of the scheme.  Staff currently 
involved are engaged with the new scheme therefore committed to the 
delivery of it. 
 
Improving our use of Resources –  
 
The new scheme will be marketed and promoted to a high standard.  
Through staff awareness of the scheme services will be able to 
promote the scheme accordingly to the benefit of both the staff and the 
customer.  Through the establishment of an A2L working group this 
provides a more coordinated approach across all key organisations 
and services. 
 
Corporate -  
 
A number of plans and papers have been addressed and reviewed for 
the purpose of this report.  These include; 
 
- Review of the Access to Leisure Plan 
- Community Planning Aberdeen (CPA) Locality Plans 
- Welfare Reform 
- National Retirement Age 
 
Public –  
 
EHRIA attached. 
 



7. MANAGEMENT OF RISK 
 
 The recommendations contained within this revised concerning a  re-

aligned A2L scheme could impact on the financial position of both 
council’s services offering A2L subsidies and the financial positions of 
its ALEO partners. The risk is considered to be low. Revisions to the 
A2L scheme in terms of reducing maximum subsidies and restricting 
entitlement to certain groups are key ways in which the financial risks 
will be managed and reduced to an acceptable level. Furthermore, 
regular monitoring of the uptake and impact of the council and its 
ALEO’s will also be undertaken.  

 
 The recommendations may also impact on customers and citizens, 

particularly those who entitlement may be restricted in the future.  This 
risk is also considered to be low.  This risk will be managed through a 
robust marketing and communications plan. 

 
 In each case, risks will be monitored through the working group. 
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