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Support for Community Sport 
 

Save the Children Scotland and Scottish Swimming 
 

(Joint Submission) 
 

 Save the Children’s Scotland Ambassadors are a group of young people 
campaigning for better access to swimming for young people growing up 
in poverty. 

 The Scotland Ambassadors are working in partnership with Scottish 
Swimming to ensure more children are able to swim and get better access 
to swimming facilities for fitness, health and fun. 

 Young people growing up in poverty are less likely to be able to swim than 
other young people and participate in swimming less often. 

 Young people living in poverty are missing out on the benefits that 
swimming offers.   

 The Scotland Ambassadors believe that affordability; accessibility and 
staffing of facilities are the most important issues for getting more young 
people living in poverty involved in swimming. 

 The Scotland Ambassadors are calling for children from all backgrounds to 
have equal access to swimming opportunities. 

 
Introduction 
This is a joint submission to Health and Sport’s committee inquiry into support for 
community sport from Save the Children and Scottish Swimming.  This 
submission is based on feedback gained through workshops run with Save the 
Children’s Scotland Ambassadors, a group of young people campaigning for 
better access to sport and leisure activities for young people living in poverty.  
The work of the Ambassadors is most relevant to the ‘places’ aspect of the 
inquiry – that is the importance of places for sport, in terms of availability, 
accessibility, affordability, and the quality of facilities - and so this submission will 
focus on question 7 of the call for views.  Before doing so, it will give a brief 
background of the Ambassador’s campaign as well as an overview of the issue of 
young people living in poverty and their access to swimming. 
 
Background 
Save the Children’s Scotland Ambassadors programme gives a voice to young 
people fighting poverty and supports them to make a real and lasting change for 
children in poverty across Scotland.  The Ambassadors are a group of young 
people aged 13 to 16 who are campaigning on a single issue that they feel will 
make a difference to the lives of children living in poverty.  The Ambassadors are 
elected by their peers through involvement in other Save the Children 
programmes and decide themselves what issue to campaign on.  Save the 
Children’s role is to support the Ambassadors to achieve the change that they 
wish to see.  
  
The Scotland Ambassadors have chosen to focus their campaign on addressing 
the barriers that prevent young people aged 11-19 who are living in poverty from 
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accessing leisure activities that help them reach their potential.   The aim of the 
campaign is that young people living in poverty will receive additional support to 
overcome these barriers.  They have called the campaign ‘Get In!’ 
 
The Ambassadors are particularly interested in improving access to swimming for 
young people in poverty.  Research shows that children and young people in 
poverty are less likely to be able to swim than their peers, and also are less likely 
to participate in swimming.  There are a number of benefits to being able to swim 
and swimming regularly that young people in poverty may be missing out on.  In 
an online survey of young people run as part of the Get In! campaign a number of 
respondents highlighted swimming as an activity they would like to take part in 
more often.   
 
Swimming and child poverty 
Growing up in poverty is a barrier to children and young people learning to swim: 
 

 25% of all children in Scotland cannot swim when they leave primary 
school – and Scottish Swimming research suggests that the figure is 
highest in deprived areas.1 

 
Children and young people from deprived backgrounds have significantly lower 
participation rates in swimming: 
 

 SportScotland figures show that swimming participation levels for young 
people living in deprived areas is 30% lower than for those in other areas.2 

 
In a survey carried out by Save the Children, 18% of parents from deprived 
backgrounds who responded said that they felt their children were missing out on 
swimming because of money issues.   
 
This means that many children and young people living in poverty are 
missing out on the great benefits that being able to swim – and doing so 
regularly – can bring. 
 
The benefits of swimming 
Save the Children’s Scotland Ambassadors highlighted a number of reasons why 
they thought it was important for children and young people who grow up in 
poverty to learn to swim. 
 
Being able to swim can improve self-esteem.  The Ambassadors – not all of 
whom can swim – pointed out that not being able to swim can make someone 
feel left out when their friends and classmates go swimming, but they can’t.  
 
“Swimming is important as it gives the young person a confidence boost such as 
not being picked on for not being able to swim.”  (Lauren, 15) 
 

                                            
1
 MacDonald, S. (2010) ‘Just Add Water’ Scottish Swimming 

2
 Sportscotland website:  http://www.sportscotland.org.uk/ 
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The Scotland Ambassadors also raised the issue of safety when discussing why 
it was important to be able to swim.  They felt that learning to swim made children 
and young people safer from potential water-based accidents or even drowning.  
Being able to swim also meant they would be able to help others who got into 
difficulties in water. 
 
“I think it is important for young people to be able to swim because it gives then a 
life skill that they will never forget.  They will know what to do in a dangerous 
situation.”  (Sarah, 16) 
 
The Ambassador’s highlighted the health benefits of swimming.  The young 
people stressed that it is good exercise and an excellent way to stay fit.  This is 
backed up by research showing that swimming is one of the most effective forms 
of exercising:  30 minutes of activity in the water is worth 45 minutes of the same 
activity on land.3 
 
Finally, the Ambassadors want young people from all backgrounds to be able to 
swim because it is fun.  It is an activity that can be done with friends and children 
that young people from all backgrounds should be able to enjoy equally.   
 
The Scotland Ambassadors ‘Get In!’ campaign is all about making sure that 
children who grow up in poverty have the same opportunities as other 
young people to enjoy the benefits of learning to swim and are able to swim 
regularly.   
What are the three most important issues regarding sporting facilities at a 
local level? 
 
1. Cost 
Throughout their campaign, Save the Children’s Scotland Ambassadors have 
cited the cost of leisure and sporting activities as a major barrier to participation 
for young people from low income backgrounds.   
 
Although in some ways swimming is one of the more affordable leisure activities 
available to young people, there are still considerable costs associated with it that 
can prevent children and young people who grow up in poverty from learning to 
swim or taking part in swimming regularly.  There is not one single expense that 
prevents young people in poverty from participating in swimming, rather a 
number of different expenses that, taken together, form a barrier to children and 
young people in poverty. 
 
One of the biggest costs associated with swimming is swimming lessons.  For 
those children who do not learn to swim at school, it can be expensive to learn to 
swim later on in life.  That’s one of the reasons why the Ambassadors believe it is 
important that all children are taught how to swim at school: 
 
“I have a strong opinion that all children should get quality swimming lessons 
during school years because I am one of those people who can’t swim. When 
you are younger its easier to learn, and its much less embarrassing.”   (David, 15) 

                                            
3
 Swimming Information:  http://www.swimming-information.co.uk/Swimmingbenefits.html 
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For those children and young people that can swim, the Ambassadors pointed 
out that transport to the swimming pool can be expensive.  For children and 
young people living in deprived areas, there may be no facilities available close to 
home or the facilities that are available may be in poor condition.  That means 
public transport will be required to get to the swimming pool.  This is especially 
the case for young people in rural areas such as North Ayrshire – where some of 
the Ambassadors are from – who may have to take more than one bus, or a bus 
and a train, to a swimming pool.   
 
There is also the cost of equipment.  Swimming does not need a great deal of 
equipment compared to some other sports, but there are still a number of costs 
associated with buying equipment such as swimming costumes.  For children and 
young people from low income backgrounds, this can be a significant expense.   
 
Finally, there is the entrance fee to the swimming pool itself.  The provision of 
free swimming for young people in Scotland varies substantially from one local 
authority to the next.  Some offer free or discounted swimming for those who 
have purchased a leisure card, while others offer free or discounted swimming 
over the school holidays.  A significant number don’t offer free swimming at all.  
So, many children and young people living in poverty will have to pay for using a 
swimming pool.   
 
When the cost of lessons, transport, equipment and entrance fees are added up, 
a trip to the swimming pool becomes an expensive activity for young people from 
deprived communities.   
 
2. Accessibility 
As touched on above, children living in deprived areas may not have good 
quality, affordable swimming facilities in their own area.  This means that to 
access a swimming pool they will have to travel elsewhere.  However, research 
shows that children from deprived areas sometimes struggle to use a facility if it 
is too far away.4   They may not be able to afford the bus fare, for instance, or 
their parents may not have a car to drive them there.  This is a particular issue in 
rural areas, where availability of public transport may be limited.   
 
An example of this problem was given by some Ambassadors who live in North 
Ayrshire.  They pointed out that while one of the relatively nearby swimming 
pools – the Magnum Centre in Irvine – was fairly cheap to use at only £2, the cost 
of the transport to and from the centre was double that.   
 
The availability of public transport was also a barrier to children and young 
people accessing swimming facilities.  The Ambassadors explained that bus and 
train services can be limited in the evenings and at weekends – again especially 
in more isolated areas.  As children and young people living in poverty are less 
likely to have parents who have access to a car, this is a particular problem for 
them.   
 

                                            
4 Save the Children (2007) ‘Serving Children?’ 
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One of the Ambassadors argued that decision makers should tackle this problem 
by “Making sure there is a swimming pool near the area or make the bus fare 
less.”  (Tanya, 14) 
 
3. Staff 
While the affordability and accessibility of facilities for swimming are, of course, 
important the feedback from the Ambassadors highlighted another vital aspect of 
increasing participation – people.  A common theme in the discussions the 
Ambassadors had over increasing access to swimming was that the people who 
were involved in running swimming pools and teaching swimming had an 
essential role to play. 
 
The Ambassadors had both positive and negative personal experiences of 
swimming teachers and other staff at swimming pools.  A number of the 
Ambassadors stated that friendly staff was, in fact, the most important factor in 
encouraging them to learn to swim and continue to swim later on.  Others cited 
bad teaching as the main reason why some children and young people never 
learn to swim.  A negative early experience of swimming can even put a young 
person off swimming for life.   
 
Conclusion 
Too many young people living in poverty in Scotland never learn to swim or 
participate in swimming less often than other young people.  As a result, they 
miss out on the many benefits – be they social, health or safety related – that 
swimming offers.   
 
There are many barriers for young people in poverty to overcome so they can get 
involved in swimming.  In terms of sporting facilities, the key issues for Save the 
Children’s Scotland Ambassadors are affordability, accessibility and staff.  If 
these barriers were addressed, it would go a long way to supporting more young 
people from deprived areas to enjoy the benefits of swimming.   
 
Save the Children’s Scotland Ambassadors are calling for: 
 

 Every child and young person in Scotland to be able to swim, no matter 
their background 

 All children and young people to have equal access to swimming 
opportunities 

 The barriers to children and young people in poverty accessing swimming 
pools to be removed 

 
In the words of one Ambassador: 
 
“We believe that all children should have the right to swim.  We’re not asking for a 
big super fun theme park.  We’re just asking for the opportunity to swim.  We 
think this is really important because it means you can stay safe, fit and 
connected.”  (Stefanie, 16) 
 
Save the Children Scotland and Scottish Swimming (Joint Submission) 
17 August 2012 


