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Summary 

Hugh Robertson MP today called for the Government to draw up a comprehensive Olympics 2012 legacy plan to ensure that sporting participation among young people drastically improves.

Speaking at Birkbeck University for the launch of the 'Towards a Better Future for Youth Sport' publication were the following:

Hugh Robertson MP, Shadow Sports and Olympics Minister
Brigid Simmonds, OBE, Chair, CCPR

Hugh Robertson MP commenced said it became apparent two years ago that modern thinking was required to take sports forward and explained he had wanted to create an independent document that was not simply outlining Conservative policy, which is why the current perspective focused on the needs and thoughts of the sporting community. 

Outlining three main challenges facing sport, Mr Robertson spoke of the need to spread the message that sport can be of great value to areas such as health and community. He said greater participation in sporting activities can greatly ease the health budget and expressed the need for sport to become an established Governmental tool.

Speaking on the day of the Chancellor's 2008 Budget announcement, Mr Robertson acknowledged an era of constraints to public expenditure and emphasised the importance of structuring sports. He spoke of the potential for capitalising on private ventures and called for the right guidelines to be established to attract investment. 

Hugh Robertson MP addressed the London 2012 Olympic agenda, calling for a big step to create a legacy of improved participation in sports among children, with policy being implemented from the top.

Ms Simmonds OBE explained that James MacDougall, author of the report has now been appointed at the CCPR. She outlined the aims of the CCPR as acting as a voice of sport and helping bodies to allow and promote participation in sports.

Referring to the report, Ms Simmonds OBE spoke of the proven health benefits sport involvement has on young people, mentioning a positive impact on bones, the heart and general wellbeing through the release of serotonin. Sport can also inject leadership qualities, feelings of national pride and improve social skills, she told the audience. Commenting on a report published in France, Ms Simmonds OBE explained that when schools reduced academic lessons by 26 percent of the curriculum and replaced them with sports behaviour improved and results for other subjects in no way suffered. 

Ms Simmonds OBE told the audience the CCPR is to conduct research into taxes in the United Kingdom and expressed concern over the current state of the Visa system. She spoke of proposals to create a sporting tourism visa.

Commenting on participation rates, Ms Simmonds OBE pointed out the United Kingdom has half the participation rate of Finland, with the report highlighting that British people are twice as likely to suffer a heart attack than their Finnish counterparts. She criticised the lack of strategy to promote sporting participation, pointing out the clear message Sebastian Coe, Chair of the London 2012 Organising Committee gave in Singapore where he pledged to improve the situation as a main priority. She called for a strong strategy to be put in place with national coordination. 

On the issue of obesity, Ms Simmonds OBE mentioned a key factor in the Forsyth report, that the new generation does dramatically less exercise than their grandparents and quoted that older people walked 26 miles more on average. She told the floor that 5 percent of the Canadian health budget is taken up by issues arising from lack of sporting participation, an issue the Government countered by giving 1 percent of the health budget to promotes sport; Ms Simmonds OBE questioned if such a venture would take place in domestically. 

The Conservative Party announced that National Lottery funding would return to its original four pillars of which sport is one, Ms Simmonds OBE explained. She highlighted the gulf in spending on sports skills and coaching per head, with the United Kingdom spending £36 compared to Finland at £86 and France where spending is up to £100 per head. "No wonder we're inactive" she said, having quoted the figures and she expressed the need to develop skills at an early age. 

Ms Simmonds OBE told the floor that 86 percent of children received 2 hours per week of sporting activities in 2006/2007. She spoke of the problems surrounding the training of teachers who may display a lack of enthusiasm. A survey of European countries ranked the United Kingdom 15th in terms of sporting activities within schools, she said, adding that French schools have twice the amount of sport in their secondary schools than is the case domestically. Ms Simmonds OBE expressed disappointment in the poor facilities across the country, adding that so few are open to the public. 

Speaking on inner cities, Ms Simmonds OBE voiced the need to promote the use of sport within the school timetable. She mentioned the Greenhouse and Panathlon projects, which she said do excellent work in urban environments and called for investment to be encouraged. 

Ms Simmonds OBE said there is a real need to be innovative in terms of girls sporting activities in schools, mentioning badminton as an underused sport. She spoke of the embarrassment endured by teenage girls and called for suitable clothing to be designed to encourage not deter young people.

Explaining CCPR research, she told the floor that 39 percent of voluntary sports clubs received a surplus, while 14 out of 21 sports reported a worsening financial problem. Commenting on the CASC (Community Amateur Sports Club), Ms Simmonds OBE explained the organisation helps sports clubs to become an established charity to benefit from rate relief. She said the Treasury was asked by the CCPR to look at the cost of gift aid in junior subscriptions, adding it would have a great affect on small, grassroots clubs. Briefly touching on volunteers, Ms Simmonds OBE called for the bureaucracy surrounding qualifications to be removed. 

Concluding, Ms Simmons OBE called for mass investment in facilities, stressing the importance of protecting playing fields.

Responding to a question from the floor, Hugh Robertson MP said he welcomed calls from Ministers to change the direction of sports focus by asking the DCMS and other bodies to focus on their interest in sport, with the Department of Health focusing on their specific aspect. He said the new focus on delivering sport within Sport England is a welcome development and expressed hope of a political consensus of sport being built up in order to better target and appeal to funding bodies.

In response to a question on sporting opportunities for young people, Mr Robertson MP said the regeneration of East London is to be welcomed, but stated it was the promise of creating a legacy of sporting participation among young people that made the Olympics bid successful. He added it is due time the Government produced a solid plan to introduce more young people to sports. Mr Robertson MP expressed his belief that the Government cannot deliver increases in participation but can impact the environment however and make it easier for grassroots and other institutions to promote involvement.

When asked about priorities for sport reforms, Ms Simmonds OBE praised the vital role sports clubs play in communities and said they should be better funded. Mr Robertson MP told of commentary from Australia and Canada in which the British system was deemed highly bureaucratic and added any efforts to remove barriers to sports should be encouraged. Hugh Robertson MP spoke of removing the obligation for sports clubs to pay Corporation Tax, adding it should only be allowed if clubs pledged to use the savings to benefit their set-up. Elaborating on the point, Mr Robertson MP told of a community scheme at Tottenham Hotspur Football Club stating the potential savings of £8 million could be used to incredible effect, tripling the amount of children who already benefit greatly from the programme.

Commenting on County Sports Partnerships, Hugh Robertson MP said there is not a great deal to driver such schemes on, stating that success is mostly down to the excellence of individuals and brilliance and enthusiasm of leadership.

A member of the audience asked to what extent a Conservative Government would consider reorganisation to enable governing bodies to take control of youth sport.

In response, Hugh Robertson MP expressed the need to empower governing bodies, allowing them to manage their own areas of sports. He added that the Government should only act if it is asked to do so. Commenting on the sheer number of bodies within sports, he quipped that maybe football is actually underrepresented when one considers the 19 bodies that govern golf.

