
 

Holidays Matter – Conference 

 

 
 

Yesterday Alex Thomsen, a fellow Parents Want A Say campaigner, and I joined the launch of 

Holidays Matter, a new umbrella organisation co-ordinated by Family Holiday Association which 

brings together charities, campaigners and the tourism industry to promote the benefits of holidays 

for individuals, families and society as a whole. 

 

I came away with the firm conviction that we need to shift away from the perception that a holiday 

is an indulgence, a frippery that can be done without. Just because it's enjoyable doesn't make it 

worthless! Those of us lucky enough to be able to afford a week away every year know all too well 

how important that time is to us. 

 

These are often the times that make life worth living - those times when the clock doesn't matter, 

when your senses are stimulated by new sights and sounds and scents and information. Times when 

you are relaxed and open to new experiences and able to spend time building and repairing 

relationships damaged by the stresses of everyday modern life. Whatever our age, these are the 

memories that help build our sense of self and delight. They are not to be taken for granted or 

underestimated. 

 

Imagine then being one of the 7 million who can't afford a week’s break - or the 5 million who can't 

afford a day out. 

 

It was inspiring and humbling to hear from just a handful of the 600+ organisations across the UK 

who work to give holidays to people who can't otherwise afford one or have the space to organise 

one, for reasons including disability, learning difficulties, sickness, poverty, and old age. 

 

There were a lot of heart-warming stories and feedback from individuals but two quotes stick in the 

mind: "You can hear the birds sing there" and "Why don't we have stars where I live?" 

 

We heard of the range of issues the beneficiaries and organisations face: for instance a business 

might donate an empty room but how does the family get there? Do they have appropriate clothes? 



Can they afford to eat when they're there? Do they understand how to find their way around a new 

environment? 

 

It was interesting too to see the strong links between charitable organisations & the tourism and 

transport industry. As fundraising gets harder, it's corporate social responsibility which is filling the 

gap.  

(It was a lot harder to be cross about my cancelled & delayed trains back from London today after 

hearing Great Western talking about taking children from Bristol on the 30 minute journey to see the 

sea for the first time in their lives.) 

 

The range of people who benefit from the work of these organisations is wider than "families" but to 

bring the matter back to Parents Want A Say, the day served to convince me more than ever that an 

education system which denies the importance of family holidays is in need of educating itself. 

 

As we keep banging on about, the Department of Education's own research shows that absence in 

term time for reasons of family holidays and religious observance does not correlate to any drop in 

"attainment". 

 

We know as well that this view is shared by many in education: Head teachers, teachers, education 

welfare officers, psychologists, magistrates and academics have been amongst those supporting the 

aims of our campaign. The task for us is to support those voices and we can do that by bringing 

forward research and working in partnership through Holidays Matter. 

 

The Family Holiday Association has already produced a report showing the beneficial effects of 

family holidays on their families, families who come from the sort of backgrounds which place their 

children most at risk of being "persistently absent". 

 

We look forward to working with FHA and other members of the new "Holidays Matter" - pooling 

research, experience and expertise to gain a wider understanding of the impact of quality time on 

improving wellbeing & on reducing social strains. 

 

This ties in with several threads in the political world - the agendas around promoting wellbeing, 

equality and good mental health. What would be the impacts on physical and mental health budgets 

of ensuring quality time for all? Would there be a reduction in levels of alcohol and anti-

depressants? What would be the social inclusion benefits of every child in school being able to talk 

with confidence about what they did on their holiday? 

 

I haven't even touched upon the economic benefits of a healthy tourism industry and the impacts of 

the current rules on individuals, small businesses and large in the tourism sector. It was interesting 

and somewhat worrying to hear from one large business in the sector that whilst small businesses 

are struggling, the larger ones are adapting by reconfiguring their "offer",   shifting their emphasis 

from providing family holidays to singles and couples. The longer term impact of this on prices and 

availability is still to be felt. 

 

This cross-sectional approach to life contrasts with the compartmentalised thinking of the 

Department for Education who really do need to take a step back and look at the bigger picture. 

 

But all of this is still not the nub of the issue for us. We believe that for the vast majority it is parents 

and guardians not government who are legally and morally entitled to make decisions on behalf of 

their families, as enshrined by the Human Rights Convention. A Head teacher might disagree with 

parents' decisions but should not have the power to criminalise those who disagree with their 



opinion. After all, if a doctor disagrees with parents about medical treatment for a child, they have 

to seek a court order to act against parents’ wishes. 

This is where our work to bring a case to court to challenge the current law comes in. To date, no 

school or local authority has been so sure of their position that they have been prepared to defend 

in court any case we have been involved in from the start. There have been reports of more parents 

losing cases in the courts in the press over the past day or two: please do pass on the word about 

Parents Want A Say so we can step in and help parents who want to fight fines. As I finish this off, 

another case has come in – it’s busy here behind the scenes! 

Next week; response to the NAHT guidance and the Mothers At Home Matter meeting. 
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