Dear Convener
VOCAL is the professional association that represents local government chief officers who have responsibility for sport and culture. Reaching Higher, the national strategy for sport, recognises that local authorities are the main providers of facilities for sport in Scotland and that they play a major role in developing sport through sports development programmes and the support they provide to local clubs and talented athletes. VOCAL, in collaboration with COSLA, has played a very active part in contributing to the development and implementation of national policy so we welcome the opportunity to submit comments to the Committee to assist with its inquiry.

Current government policy is largely predicated on the belief that the foundation for taking part in sport is laid at school and that pathways both in terms of sustaining interest into adult life and progressing as a talented performer are built from there. This is reflected in initiatives such as Active Schools and the current target of a minimum of two hours for PE in the curriculum. While we recognise the importance of both P.E. and school sport, we believe that the ways in which people participate in sport and active recreation is more complex than current policy suggests and that a new paradigm is required for considering sporting pathways. With an increasingly ageing population and evidence of declining participation, sport needs to be marketed differently in order to attract and involve more people. What people may be interested in and what they are able to take part in will depend not only on the accessibility, availability, attractiveness and cost of using facilities but on factors such as their age, their physical ability, their family and work commitments and the lifestyle and self image they wish to adopt. 
Single Outcome Agreement
A recent publication by Sportscotland shows the potential for sport to contribute to all the national outcomes in the Concordat. The extent to which sport features in Single Outcome Agreements varies between local authority areas but the trend towards limiting the number of local outcomes and having higher level agreements is likely to reduce the profile of sport with the consequent risk that its potential contribution to broader policy areas like health and the quality of community life will not be sufficiently recognised. In order to reduce the risk of resources being directed towards services that feature more prominently in Single Outcome Agreements, community planning partnerships should adopt strategies for sport for their areas that set out how sport will feed into local and national outcomes..
Children and Sport

P.E. plays an essential part in giving children an understanding of physical activity and providing the basic skills for participation in sport. There should be sufficient time in the curriculum for this and there should be an appropriate range of good quality facilities. The Association of Directors of Education in Scotland (ADES) is better placed than VOCAL to comment on curricular and educational facility issues, however, we believe that there needs to be a greater recognition of the opportunities that are available to children and young people beyond school and that a more holistic approach is needed to ensure that children have not only sufficient time to participate in sport but that there is a sufficient range of activities to choose from. A compulsion to participate in sport at school might actually be counter-productive if the choice of sporting activities is limited and children do not really enjoy what they take part in. The current target of a minimum of two hours per week in the curriculum is significantly less than the amount of time required to secure a health benefit but even that is proving difficult for many schools to achieve. A higher target could be set if account is taken of the opportunities available in the community including what is available at local authority sports centres and swimming pools and through local clubs.  
The pathways are not simply between schools and clubs. Because the range of sports available at school can be quite restricted many children already learn to play certain sports, particularly minority interest ones, outside school. Some children play for local clubs as well as their school and sometimes the two are in competition with each other. Schools are often not good at providing pupils with information on sporting opportunities that are available in the community and links with clubs too often rely on enthusiastic staff who are members of local clubs. 
Not all children need to belong to a club to participate in sport outside school or after they leave school. Many young people will only want to participate at a recreational level and they may want to take part in several different sports. They need to be aware of the opportunities that exist to play different sports on an occasional basis as well as knowing how to join clubs if they want to participate on a more regular basis.
Active Schools Co-ordinators can play a valuable role in promoting sport beyond the curriculum but the approach we suggest should not rely on them alone, particularly as the funding for such posts is currently time limited. Some local authorities and their community planning partners are developing strategies for sport and physical recreation that encompass P.E. and school sport, the use of leisure and educational facilities, sports development programmes and local sports club activities. We believe this has merit and would allow sporting pathways to be better planned and managed.

Travel and the cost of participation both in terms of the cost of activities and the clothing and equipment required can be a constraint particularly for families on low income but attitudes are a more significant barrier. Young people tend to be image conscious. For teenage girls in particular taking part in sport is often not seen as a “cool” thing to do. Contemporary dance, aerobics and using fitness suites may be more attractive to this age group than many traditional sports.
Community Facilities

In Scotland local authorities have a statutory duty to ensure the adequate provision of facilities for sport for people living in their area. Since the term “adequate” has never been defined or tested the legislation is largely meaningless. A Facilities Planning Model promoted by Sportscotland allows local authorities and community planning partnerships to assess whether the number of facilities in their area is sufficient to meet the demand for particular sports. Many councils have used this planning model to identify where there are shortfalls, however, capital expenditure on new facilities appears to have reduced significantly in many areas in recent years and the amount of financial assistance available through the Lottery Sports Fund is considerably less than it was a few years ago.
Of even greater importance than the number of new facilities required is the poor condition of ageing existing facilities. Research for Sportscotland indicates that substantial investment is required to upgrade indoor and outdoor facilities across Scotland.

Other research for Sportscotland suggests that school facilities are considerably under-used by the community. There are several reasons for this. Firstly, there is the cost of employing janitors on overtime rates. Secondly, the design and specification of many school facilities is not particularly well suited to either competitive sport or casual community use. Many PPP contracts have not allowed much time for community use because of affordability issues. Some councils have been tackling these issues but we believe there is a need for a national initiative led by the government and/or Sportscotland to unlock the potential for schools to be more widely used by the wider community. This could include promoting good practice and information exchanges.
Sport in Scotland is characterized by a plethora of clubs of different sizes, capacity and quality and wide variations in the number, standard and accessibility of facilities. We believe that lessons could be learned from different European countries about facility provision, club structures and sporting pathways. The concept of community sports hubs that is used in some European countries, for example, is something that merits examination. So too, does the success of countries like Finland in promoting sport and physical activity and improving public health. Australia’s continuing success in providing successful pathways for talented athletes is also worthy of consideration. The problem at the moment is that there are limited opportunities for those who plan and provide facilities to examine models used in other countries and when study tours do take place there seems to be very little feedback that is disseminated.
Coaching and Volunteering
We are not aware of any detailed audit of the number of coaches and volunteers involved in sport in Scotland although Sportscotland may have information from governing bodies of the numbers of coaches and the qualifications they hold. Our perception at local level is that we not only need more people to run clubs, to officiate in competitions, to coach participants and to assist at events but we need to improve their knowledge and skills through more and better training. Sportscotland has a vital role to play in working with governing bodies to ensure a more consistent standard in coaching courses and accreditation of qualifications but local authorities can play a role in promoting and hosting courses and working with local clubs to recruit more volunteers. Some councils promote schemes to build the capacity of local clubs and improve the quality of what they do, for example the ClubCap scheme run jointly by Aberdeenshire Council and Aberdeenshire Sports Council. A balance does need to be struck between encouraging volunteers to adopt high standards and not over-burdening people with unnecessary bureaucracy or unreasonable expectations in terms of personal commitment or responsibilities. Child protection arrangements are a case in point. While protecting children from risk either in terms of safety or abuse has to be of paramount concern we have heard concerns from some people that the checks and risk assessments for volunteers can deter people from coming forward.
Great play has been made of securing a sporting legacy from the London Olympics and the Commonwealth Games in Glasgow. Increased participation, greater sporting achievements and the capacity for Scotland to host other major sporting events in the run up to and the period after these Games will only be achieved if the questions posed by the Committee and the sort of issues referred to in this response are tackled quickly and effectively. We hope that our views assist the Committee in its deliberations. We would be happy to elaborate by providing oral evidence should you wish us to do so.

Yours sincerely

Rodney Stone

Chair, VOCAL


