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Foreword

I was lucky; although on reflection, luck had very little to do with it. Fortunate might be a better word altogether. Fortunate, when growing up in the 1970s as a boy, to have access to a wide range of sports at school (and some excellent amateur coaches) and good public facilities: open spaces, organised pitches, tennis courts, changing rooms and a sports centre and swimming pool in town. At the time, public policy came under the guidance of The Sports Council whose tag line was ‘Sport for All’. Looking back, the message was simple, credible and inclusive.

Decades later, I find myself managing a set of barristers’ chambers whose success is mostly a team effort, so it’s no surprise that sport metaphors are quite common. After all, both depend on individuals who are very ambitious, focused and able – and sometimes hard to manage. Both compete in environments where tiny margins make huge differences. Moreover, occasionally both put relationships at risk as ‘rivals’ compete for work, or individuals seek superior positions. However, from my observations, I would suggest that occasionally it makes sense to sacrifice ‘winning big’ in favour of ‘winning right’.

As seasoned coaches and managers will know, there are two truths. First, the best individuals do not always make up the best teams. Second, the cost of achieving short-term aims can often be found in long-term, and perhaps initially unseen, problems. However, a socially cohesive and inclusive team can defuse, or at least constructively handle, future deficits and conflict.

In whatever capacity, you engage with sport in Britain, (or wherever you live today) ask yourself what you are seeing. Is it a continuation or reflection of some utopian idyll of free access for all, perhaps even where taking part really is more important that winning? Or is it eerily bereft of social benefit and rich diversity? Is it organised in the interests of the nation or just for a tiny, often privileged minority? I suspect that if we look beyond the high-profile glamour of ‘media sports’ to the grass roots, or if we witnessed sports in other countries, we might barely recognise them at all.

One of the main reasons for this is the pursuit of money or at least the perception of the opportunity of riches, at the expense of participation and access; a situation which has come about with the blessing of the agencies and funders supposed to protect grassroots sport and the collusion of sporting bodies and media.

On one level, the chronic underinvestment in school sports over the past 50 years has set a tone; PE now includes such well-known sports as ‘dance’ and Swedish Longball (who knew?), yet from experience, one wonders how many of our youngsters can even catch a ball by the age of 12. (Note to OFSTED and other educational evaluators, why not set 75% as a target of physical literacy?).

On another level, an executive home now occupies the penalty area of the public football pitch; you have to take out a membership of your local sports centre at the price of a private gym membership and all the classes are fully booked; there’s not a netball club within two hours of where you live (‘Sorry Girls’); my daughters will be adults before a space becomes available on the regional athletics programme and; a decent cricket bat will set you back a week’s work at the minimum wage.

At the other extreme, perhaps the richest sporting league in the world - the English Premier League – regularly features teams entirely bereft of ‘home grown’ talent. Is it a surprise that our ‘National Sport’ has failed to deliver any meaningful success at global or even European events for over 50 years? Can you imagine an Auckland accountant or a Dunedin delivery driver ever saying, ‘OK, so we lost to Romania in the Rugby World Cup. No worries, the best players from Japan and France play in the NZ Provincial Cup’.

So, while I admire the driven athletes who push themselves day-in and day-out during winter training, I admire the child (and her parent) who rocks up in an unsponsored tracksuit and at often considerable family expense, one freezing evening in February to train or play sport.

Unfortunately, the economic model for the ‘development of sport’ in the UK depends on these extremes and while the nation’s human sporting capital is invested in the hundreds of thousands of volunteers, clubs, amateur participants and officials, much of its financial sporting capital is devoted to a limited number of sports and a tiny number of athletes and coaches.

In addition, do not necessarily expect any help from the statutory agencies, funders or custodians of the game. Amateur or professional, the sporting individuals are at the whim of bodies whose governance is sometimes so out of touch with reality they could either be accused of being subsidiaries of media companies or be charged with directorial of trustee malfeasance.

At some stage, the whole nation might wake up to the fact that the extraordinary commitment of the families of the Liverpool 96 exposes the only act of collusion between agencies charged with organising, hosting and policing sporting events in the past 30 years. Layer on top of this type of behaviour, the influence of massive media organisations and betting companies, and we would be forgiven to assume that we cannot always believe our eyes in a sporting contest. These are not sports stories. These are crimes on a monumental scale.

This book reinforces my views that sport today is inherently gendered, can restrict access as much as it promotes it and has a dis-functional relationship with money. It is littered with incredible stories of discrimination, elitism, exploitation and mal-administration and yet offers the reader the hope that with improved governance the idea of ‘sport for all’ might have some credibility for men and women.

We must continue to remind one another of what we are here to do, why what we do is important and what is expected of everyone involved especially when it comes to progress. We may accept that what we do now is informed by our past and that we are merely custodians for those who might follow, but we ignore the present at our peril.

Tim Coulson, Chambers Director, New Park Court Chambers
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