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Support for Community Sport 

North Coast Leisure Centre 

ABOUT US –  

The North Coast Leisure Centre is a small facility in Bettyhill, Sutherland 
comprising of a 12.5 x 6m pool, spa bath, sauna and fully equipped 
gymnasium. The centre was built in 1994-95 following a protracted effort from 
a local group committed to bringing sporting facilities to an area around the 
North coast completely lacking in provision.  

The Tongue & Farr Sports Association is a registered charity with a volunteer 
board of directors running NCLC as a social enterprise for the community. 
Annual grant provision from the Highland Council currently constitutes around 
40% of revenue – this is in receipt of swimming teaching for the six primary 
schools in the catchment area. With an immense catchment area across 
Caithness and Sutherland which is comparable in size to that of Greater 
London coupled with a population density similar to Mongolia we face a 
unique set of challenges in sports provision. We are proud that in the 
seventeen years since opening we have taught a generation to swim – figures 
for the past five years for our catchment area indicate a 95% success rate in 
those leaving primary school with the ability to swim 25m. However, we are 
aware that much more needs to be done. To this end we have embarked on a 
community development project thanks to funding from The Robertson Trust, 
LEADER and local donations. The project involves the employment of a 
development officer to spearhead turning the centre into a ‘Healthy Hub’ to 
empower the community via sports and leisure activities and improve 
wellbeing - not just physical but mental and social also.   

WHAT IS BEING DONE TO SUPPORT VOLUNTEERS IN COMMUNITY 
SPORT? 
 
As part of the development project we have overhauled our volunteer 
scheme, introducing an induction pack for new recruits which includes a 
‘volunteer contract’. The contract sets out what we expect of volunteers and 
what they can expect of us as an organisation. We offer the following in return 
for their help – 
TRAINING - All volunteers receive regular on-site training which leads to a 
formal vocational qualification of pool attendant or pool lifeguard. Volunteers 
are encouraged to develop more skills related to sport and we have a 
community training budget as part of the development project.  
A PLATFORM FOR PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT – We believe that 
volunteering can be a great starting point for other journeys in the lives of 
volunteers. Vocational training, social and interpersonal development and 
integration into community life are three benefits offered through our volunteer 
scheme – plus the many benefits that involvement in sport brings to physical 
and mental wellbeing. 
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FREE USE OF ALL FACILITIES – We promote a health and fitness agenda 
so it is advantageous to both parties that volunteers are using our facilities as 
much as possible – and seen to be doing so. 
 
WHAT ARE THE BARRIERS FACING VOLUNTEERS? 
 
A majority of our volunteers are young and this is an area of high youth 
unemployment. Many young people migrate away from the area to find work 
elsewhere and those that remain struggle to find paid work. Although the 
advantages of volunteering to help secure employment are clear, many of our 
young people use this as an aid to finding work elsewhere. Whilst this is fine 
in itself some of the young people who have done this have made it clear that 
if opportunities were available to them locally they would have stayed in the 
area.  
A barrier for the young especially is the geographical remoteness of the area 
in which we operate. Our catchment area is vast with virtually no public 
transport so for those too young to have their own transport getting to the 
centre is only possible by relying on the kindness of others.     
 
WHAT EXAMPLES ARE THERE OF GOOD PRACTICE TO ENCOURAGE 
AND MAINTAIN VOLUNTEERS IN COMMUNITY SPORT? 
 
We have a training budget which is designated as ‘community training’ so 
skills are not just gained and improved within the confines of the centre but 
disseminated throughout the area. Last October we ran a level two gym 
instructors course at the centre for the staff and we opened up three 
remaining places on the course to the community. One participant took up the 
course to help assist the rehabilitation of her husband who is recovering from 
a serious back injury. Another since taking the course has gone from being a 
pool volunteer to a paid part-time employee at the centre. 
We also operate an active mentoring programme to help those wanting to 
involve themselves with sport and sporting activity in the area get as much 
support as we are able to offer. Our grassroots support scheme offers expert 
advice on training opportunities, help on securing funding for sports clubs, 
teams and individual participants plus practical help such as free use of 
facilities for teams for training sessions.  
 
 HOW CAN THE CONTRIBUTION OF LOCAL SPORTS CLUBS BE 
QUANTIFIED FOR - THE PREVENTATIVE HEALTH AGENDA? 
- COMMUNITIES?  
 
It is by nature difficult to quantify something which has not happened. It is also 
difficult to put numbers to changes which to be effective need to be felt across 
successive generations. What we need to see are reductions in cases of type 
2 diabetes, cases of heart disease, osteoarthritis and other conditions 
associated with obesity. Also in older people a reduction in hospital 
admissions due to falls and fall-related injuries could be seen as a 
measurable result of a pro-activity, pro-sport agenda based at the heart of 
communities.  
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For communities themselves as well as the above a measurable result of a 
thriving community sports club would be a drop in the crime rate, especially 
petty crime often involving ‘bored youths’. A sports club being at the heart of a 
community can also increase pride in the area and induce a ‘feel-good factor’, 
often through inter-generational activity. What the recent Olympics in the UK 
has shown is the real value of sport to promote positive role models and 
engender a pride in one’s society. 
 
WHAT ROLE DOES, OR SHOULD, COMMUNITY SPORTS HUBS PLAY IN 
ENCOURAGING SPORT IN LOCAL COMMUNITIES? 
 
We have made great progress in the past year in not only establishing the 
centre as a sports hub but a community hub, welcoming to all – participation 
in any form of physical activity is vital to the preventative health agenda and 
the very people that need this are just those that would never normally dream 
of setting foot into a sports centre. It is those that need to be coaxed through 
the doors rather than merely ‘preaching to the converted’. 
Each community should have a hub, or centre as a point of focus for local 
sports activities. In a post-Olympics environment – and looking forward to 
Glasgow 2014 - it should be the community hub that is central to delivering 
sporting legacy, giving the help and encouragement as a first point of contact 
to those inspired by such events. There should be a network of sports hubs in 
each area and which will come to be known as the first place to get involved 
in sport at a grassroots level. The most important factor in establishing these 
is people – yes, facilities and equipment are needed but without dedicated 
employees and volunteers willing to share a passion for sport nothing can be 
achieved. These coaches and teachers inhabiting the first rung on the ladder 
to elite sport need to be given the requisite level of training and experience to 
inspire participation and identify talent which needs to be nurtured.    
 
GIVEN REDUCING PUBLIC EXPENDITURE, WHAT EXAMPLES OF 
INNOVATIVE JOINT WORKING BETWEEN CLUBS AND PUBLIC BODIES 
EXIST TO MAKE THE MOST OUT OF FUNDING? 
 
We are embarking on a working partnership with High Life Highland in order 
to share training and resources – we provide the settings and facilities for 
many after school sporting activities to take place through the active schools 
co-ordinator. We are also sharing training for our own staff and volunteers to 
be able to deliver after school and holiday sports sessions – two staff 
members are undergoing training to be basketball coaches at present, for 
instance.  
 
We are in the early stages of a scheme to make the most of facilities and 
carers in North-West Sutherland to promote active ageing and reablement. 
Members of our staff as well as care workers in the area have all undergone 
training for chair-based exercises and also the Older Peoples Exercise 
programme through Later Life Training. We plan to start daycare sessions in a 
local village hall to take in an exercise class, lunch and another activity in the 
afternoon. This will ease pressure for daycare provision in the area and also 
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promote a reablement agenda which will hopefully have a positive knock-on 
effect. 
 
WHAT ARE THE THREE MOST IMPORTANT ISSUES REGARDING 
SPORTING FACILITIES AT A LOCAL LEVEL?   
 

 Sport needs to be seen as something for the whole society, not just 
those at private schools or in the larger conurbations. Access to sports 
facilities should be easy and inexpensive – after all, an effective 
preventative health agenda with community sport at its core will save 
the NHS billions in future.   

 There needs to be a clearer link between mass participation in sport at 
a grassroots level and elite sport. There is a disconnect which is seen 
most clearly in what is supposedly our national sport – football. It is 
little wonder that many ‘armchair supporters’ do not participate in any 
sporting activity when the players they idolise have no connection with 
the world they are living in. Community initiatives of elite professional 
sports clubs and coaches need to be encouraged more and linked to 
the grassroots much more. 

 The most important factor in community sport is people. Passionate 
individuals who give up their time and money need to be given 
recognition and support – and this also includes parents and carers 
providing transport and buying equipment for keen young sports 
players. This support doesn’t necessarily need to be financial – 
although this does help. Recognising the role sport plays in making 
communities healthy and happy and making this ethos of activity and 
participation central to everyday life is essential to help this and future 
generations function effectively. 
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