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Support for Community Sport 
 

John McCulloch (individual) 
 
Background 
I am a senior table tennis coach whose participation in the sport goes back to 
1958 when I joined a youth club in Glasgow. In those days youth clubs 
abounded, were staffed by qualified coaches and encouraged the full range of 
competitive sports.  
 
As a passion for sport was developed within their young charges, these 
coaches introduced the more committed players to their own clubs. Then, only 
about 10% of the population went to tertiary education and, even then, many 
attended more local universities with the result that their membership of these 
sports clubs was reasonably long term. This rate is now 50% but, meantime, 
young sports people move away from home but not necessarily to another 
sports club. Regardless, there is now also a youth culture (a euphemism) 
which is devoid of sporting participation. 
 
With the demise of the youth club, subsequent policies have now placed an 
added responsibility on schools but fewer PE Teachers are willing to give of 
their free time. A close look at school functionality will underline further 
problems there: 

 A large proportion of school pupils are bussed to arrive/leave at 
start/finish times making extra curricular activity difficult. 

 Many schools have now reduced lunch breaks to 30 minutes and also 
staggered these breaks between classes/year groups.  

 PE Departments have been „beefed‟ up with the introduction of ASCs 
when extra school time was required rather than extra staff. 

 One of the principal objectives of these ASCs is to liaise with sports 
clubs but very few members will be available to assist during the school 
day. If the ASC role was successful, sports clubs all over the country 
would now have a bounty of young members. 

 
In responding to this inquiry, I have assumed that it was fully intended that 
“volunteers” are those operating in an unpaid capacity. 
  
1. What is being done to support volunteers in community sport 
 
My local council has „elected‟ to „major‟ in a small number of sports, probably 
reflecting the expertise of its sports staff but none of these is mine. As a very 
minimum I would expect the local Sports Department to be in regular contact 
and even making reasonably regular visits but that is not the case. Any 
successes my club has had are entirely due to its own efforts. My experience 
is that support is non existent.  
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2. What are the barriers facing volunteers 
 
„Giving something back‟ used to be a regular feature but a combination of 
modern living, recent government legislation and a questionable political 
strategy has discouraged all but the most committed. For instance: 

 A coaching course can cost £160 plus travel costs, last a weekend and 
require subsequent study. Grants are available but formal applications 
are required and are then means tested. 

 Completion of form in respect of Disclosure and related costs. 

 Finding a cost effective and a now very necessary Liability Insurance 
where there does not appear to be government guidelines nor a list of 
officially approved policies. 

 A more public and legal acceptance of a general lack of discipline, 
especially among the young. Volunteers are wary of issues relating to 
discipline as government legislation can have a negative impact. 

 A lack of local quality sports facilities at a reasonable cost.  

 As volunteer numbers reduce, an even greater pressure is placed on 
those who remain. Even personal time is often not respected. 

 
3. Examples of good practice 
 
I believe that there is a scheme in Drumchapel, Glasgow which is worth 
considering.   There, Glasgow District Council employed a table tennis coach 
to work within a number of schools in the area. Subsequently some senior 
pupils were put through coaching courses and they, in turn, undertook 
coaching of other groups and this situation continues to snowball. Funds are 
also provided to sponsor a top quality tournament. I believe that funding was 
given to Drumchapel due to its socio economic standing. However, this 
strategy ignores the vast majority in the hard pressed financial middle and 
flies in the face of the slogan “sport for all”.  
 
4. How can the contribution of local sports clubs be quantified in terms 
of (a) preventative health (b) communities 

 
(a) Only with the passage of time by referring to comparative records. In 
the meantime, obesity rates might be a determining factor. 
(b) All communities require a focal point and sports clubs are as good as 
any. However, when using council owned premises there is less likely to 
be a sense of community because there is no social interaction. On the 
other hand, sports such as golf and bowls tend to own their own premises 
and sport and leisure meet almost seamlessly because volunteers can 
work unsocial hours. 

 
5. What role does, or should, Community Sports Hubs play in 
encouraging sport 
 
The concept of the Community Sports Hub should work provided it is 
proactive. A more aggressive management style and a supportive (flexible, 
personal and financial) approach will be required. The concern might be that 
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any „partnership‟ only adds a further debilitating tier of administration on the 
volunteer. 
 
6. Examples of innovative joint working 
 
I cannot think of any but my view is that there should be no need of joint 
working or „partnership‟. Any relationship between the Hub and the Club 
should ensure the Hub is service provider to the Club – in other words 
consumer driven. 
 
7. Three most important issues regarding sporting facilities 
 

(a) Finance, as with most walks of life, is a problem. With branding, 
equipment becomes ever more expensive and to play any sport at a 
high level consumes a high proportion of domestic income. Added to 
this is the cost of hall rental which can be prohibitive. 

(b) Administration is an ever growing problem and usually also 
undertaken by the volunteer. In my old youth club days the coaches 
showed up and coached but nowadays they require to book halls, 
insure, consider health & safety/first aid, collect money etc.  The 
completion of a tax return could be yet another burden. 

(c) Finding ideal facilities is a problem for many sports. Sports such as 
table tennis regularly require to adjust to the size and shape of a hall 
where other sports such as squash, badminton etc have regulation 
sized courts. Equipment is often purchased without reference to end 
users with regard to quality, value for money, adequacy, proper 
storage etc. Even repairs can take an eternity.  

 
Summary 
Most believe that key public services such as police and health should have 
as much as possible of the public funding used for frontline staff. Sport should 
be no different. A few years ago the SportScotland Strategic Plan showed a 
budget of £750K to find volunteers. It might be a useful exercise at this time to 
compare that figure with any increase in sporting numbers to decide if it was 
money well spent.  
 
In all my years as a (unpaid) volunteer I‟ve never known sport to be quite so 
mercenary but if the authorities continue to introduce legislation which results 
in a financial levies or added administration, volunteer numbers will diminish. 
Sports which can function with large numbers in small areas with a minimum 
of equipment can provide paid coaches but I doubt that authorities are 
ensuring that fees are not finding their way into the black economy. However, 
those sports requiring expensive equipment or large areas can be at a 
disadvantage in terms of being able to collect sufficient fees to cover 
overheads. 
 
Over recent years I have also witnessed a box ticking culture within both the 
sports organisations and the sports authorities. This is because this culture 
rewards declared short term statistics relating to functions rather than long 
term audited strategic results, with plaudits earned and funds paid out against 
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the former. Central strategies must not be seen to fail and sports 
organisations require funding. 
 
For Glasgow 2014 there will have been an investment in sports facilities and 
elite squads but, subsequently, a decision will require to be made on the 
merits of a top down and bottom up approach. Meantime, the UK Olympics 
Team is expected to excel in cycling, sailing and rowing. The likely common 
denominator being that they all have their own purpose built facilities over 
which they have total control. 
 
There is now a celebrity culture which can lure the elite sports people away 
from their sports towards the media, advertisers and even politics. However, 
with an emphasis on the grassroots, numbers participating in sport will grow 
at a better rate. Given time, there should be greater volunteer numbers and a 
far better platform for the elite player. Inspirational role models are essential 
but enthusiastic club coaches probably more so. In financial terms the 
difference is that the sporting icon earns money from his sport whereas the 
club coach is out of pocket. 
 
Of late there have been reported concerns with regard to school hours, 
general physical inactivity, health & social benefits of sport and even public 
acceptance of the black economy. However, this inquiry suggests that only 
minor tinkering round the edges of the current sports policy is intended where 
a „root and branch‟ change of strategy and strong leadership are required. 
 
If all budgets intended for the participation and teaching of sport are 
amalgamated and used more innovatively across the entire population there 
will be a broader base of participants in all sports. Natural competitiveness will 
raise standards and greater numbers will raise greater finance for elite 
squads. As a by product there should be more active and healthy lifestyles 
and with more premises ownership a greater social interaction. 
 
The significant downside is that implementation would take substantial 
planning and would certainly not be a „quick fix‟.  
 
John McCulloch (individual)  
29 July 2012  
   


