Contribution of Sport to the Quality of Life
As you travelled to today’s conference I am sure you came across lots of traffic, parents bringing children to schools in their cars, plenty of other school traffic and throngs heading to work in towns and cities. People are rising earlier than ever to get a head-start on the day’s activities and this is particularly relevant to the parents of young children.

Circumstances often dictate that both adults in the house must work to pay the mortgage, child care, etc… This is even more challenging for one-parent families. People today are commuting longer distances to work, mostly by car, but depending on circumstances also by train. For many people work is no longer a nine to five activity. Work hours may vary and be irregular. At the end of the working day many parents are often physically drained and either unable or unwilling to contemplate any sporting activities.

Such lifestyles pose plenty of challenges for all sporting organisations in this country. 

Although most young children get an opportunity to play some sport or other in school, the influence of parents or guardians is often the key determining factor whether such children take a greater interest in sport beyond their formative years. A key factor, too, is whether young children engage with a local club at an early age. This is usually not an issue when the parents are already involved in the club, but it becomes more of a challenge if parents are new to an area. In such cases the onus is on the local clubs to promote their activities among their community. 
Most sporting organisations in this country are now reaching out to the many thousands of non-Irish nationals who live in Ireland. There is an obvious attraction to international sports for these individuals. It is a greater challenge though for the G.A.A. to attract such people to our native sports. However, great progress is being made right now and this will become a lot more obvious in the years ahead. 
There is ample medical evidence to support the value of sport as an aid to good health. The same medical evidence challenges our lifestyles citing both the food we eat and a lack of adequate exercise as most likely to contribute to health problems in the future.  
Our health services continue to attract varying opinions as to its effectiveness, but there has been inadequate debate on the overall health of our nation’s citizens and the reasons why there is such a high demands for various health services right now. While Governments over the years have continued to invest in sport, insufficient attention was and is being paid to the connection between sport and the health of the nation. Health and wellness initiatives must go hand in hand with our daily sporting activities, be that in team sports or individual sports.
The Gaelic Athletic Association is acutely aware of the changing lifestyles of our members and we are continually working towards implementing programmes of activities to suit various age groups. These programmes were developed using an extensive consultative process among our members and other relevant parties.

It is not unusual today to see children as young as four years of age becoming involved in organised sports. The G.A.A. development programmes for young children, titled Go Games, do not involve a competitive element but focus on developing basic movement skills and enjoyment for all participants. There is also a strong emphasis on health and wellness as part of the coaching and development programmes. Our Association has produced a range of material in both written and electronic formats to assist coaching personnel to roll-out these programmes and initiatives. Parents are regularly involved, working in tandem with coaching personnel to support the various programmes.
The importance of a development and enjoyment process is crucial for children. Too often in the past children were being selected at a young age as potential stars and the average player was given less attention. That has now changed in our Association. Children’s ability or prowess cannot be clearly established at such a young age. Every child’s ability must be respected and appreciated. It is worth remembering that many of today’s club stalwarts may not have been stars in their younger days. 
It is pretty easy to entice children to participate in sport, but as they move towards their early teenage years it is more of a challenge. The lure of the Playstation, Satellite TV and other forms of entertainment becomes a growing attraction. Peer pressure starts to take hold and children want the same as their friends. It is a scenario which is no doubt familiar to you all. The first casualty of this new lifestyle is the lack of interest in sporting activities. A lot will depend also on the attitude of the youngster’s second level school to sport. The growing curriculum is sadly seeing less sport on the overall programme of activities. The end result is that fewer teenagers in second level schools are actively involved in either team or individual sports. Our educational system must place more emphasis on sport as an important element in ensuring our young people have healthier minds and bodies.
The importance of the G.A.A. club as the prime developmental, promotional and support unit in our Association is well known to you all. While some people may move from one club to other occasionally, for the vast majority in the G.A.A. you stay with your club for life. That loyalty is usually handed down from generation to generation. The local G.A.A. pitch is not just seen as a sporting centre, but a location for healthy and fulfilling activities for the entire community. It is a place where the stresses of the day can be put aside for an hour or two, especially for the parents and adults.
As children move into their teenage years, for some sport becomes less important, even an irrelevance. Those with an active involvement in their local club are more likely to stay involved in sport. Sadly for many young people the challenges posed by the abuse of drugs and alcohol starts to emerge during their teenage years. Organisations such as the G.A.A. play an important role in educating young people to the dangers of such substances. Our Association recently launched a set of support material specifically aimed at teenagers and young adults. Young people who become involved with such substances need to be helped in an understanding and supportive manner. The material which we recently published is specifically aimed at club personnel to help them identify individuals experiencing difficulties and outline appropriate ways of dealing with any young person who happens to find themselves in such difficult circumstances.
Individuals who become involved with drugs and alcohol may well be active sports people, but who have an ability to camouflage the problem. It is important therefore for individuals who work with young adults to know the tell-tale signs of those experiencing drug, alcohol or indeed mental anguish. Helping such young individuals to see the error of their ways and back towards a better quality of life is as important as coaching the team out on the pitch. Young people are also influenced by the actions of their peers, so the use of role models is also an important factor in supporting anyone who hits difficult times to return to the correct path. 

At adult level sport can be divided into two broad categories. One is the highly competitive element at for example club and inter-county levels and the second relates to those who view their sporting involvement purely in leisure terms. It is fair to say that those involved at a high level in competitive sports make big sacrifices with lifestyles having to be juggled to accommodate the often hectic schedules involved. This can be particularly difficult when the individual has personal responsibilities in their work and at home. I sometimes hear players involved at this level bemoan the impact their sporting involvement has on their quality of life. Ultimately it is a personal matter how well these individuals cope with their involvement in competitive sport. This is perhaps easier for those involved in professional sports, but it is clearly more challenging for individuals involved in amateur sports.
Over the past eighteen months the G.A.A. has invested heavily in a number of player welfare initiatives. These are primarily aimed at both advising and assisting players on injuries, rehabilitation programmes plus other health and wellness matters. Lifestyles can be seriously discommoded, be that at work or at home, when a player suffers an injury. From research undertaken, it appears that players are now more prone to sudden injuries and ailments which were not seen ten years ago. Today’s lifestyles may well be contributing to this increase in sudden illnesses. Our Association is continuing to fund research programmes to increase our knowledge of this worrying trend in sports generally. 
Despite the issues I have eluded to relating to injuries and illnesses associated with the playing of sport, for the vast majority of people sport is an enjoyable and fulfilling activity and a positive contributor to lifestyles for both participants and supporters. 
In my address today I have generally concentrated on the participative element of sport, but as we all know many thousands of individuals get great satisfaction in their roles as volunteers at various levels. In late 2005 the ESRI produced a report which looked at the level of volunteering effort here in Ireland. It is quite substantial. The report was particularly positive regarding the level of volunteering in the G.A.A. with our Association contributing in excess of 40% of the total volunteering input in this country. Despite the many challenges which we all face in today’s society, it is heartening to witness so many individuals giving of their time freely and actively. No Government could ever repay these individuals for their contribution to the social capital of our country. I know that volunteers can sometimes feel unappreciated, so there is an onus on all sporting organisations not to take such individuals for granted. Indeed it is a matter which I have brought to the attention of both Government and E.U officials in recent months.
A clear impediment to the further development of sport in this country is the lack of adequate facilities. At national level most sports organisations have good facilities, so the priority now is the provision of facilities at local level in towns and cities. Some progress has been made developing all-weather floodlit facilities in parts of the country by Local Authorities. However, such developments have been sporadic and sport specific. It is fair to say that the G.A.A. will be looking for greater access to both existing and new facilities which are being developed by Local Authorities. That though is a matter for another forum on another day.
I am well aware that the availability and cost of land in urban areas are major factors in developing additional sporting facilities. In many urban areas there is now simply little or no land available. I have in the past been critical of the lack of foresight with many urban developments around the country where no consideration was given to the inclusion of sporting facilities or at least allowing such developments to take place at a later stage. We will pay dearly for such poor decision making.
G.A.A. clubs around the country continue to invest heavily in infrastructural developments to accommodate a growing need for facilities, with funding primarily coming from their own and the Association’s resources. This is necessary due to a growing interest in our games particularly from ladies sports such as camogie and ladies football. Participants and patrons expect better facilities nowadays and we will continue to work towards meeting those expectations.

In excess of €3B has been invested in grounds and facilities by G.A.A. units over the past 125 years since the foundation of our Association. Over the next three years an additional €50M (primarily from the rental of Croke Park to other sports) will be spent on specific club and regional projects. This will see a number of all-weather floodlit facilities developed to facilitate club, school and college activities, particularly during the time of the year when grass-based pitches may be unusable. Many County Board and Clubs throughout the country have already upgraded their facilities to a similar standard.
All of this development is aimed at the delivery of better facilities to accommodate games/coaching activities at times more suitable for both participants and volunteers. I have already spoken about the pressure on individuals and families throughout their daily lives. Our Association has to arrange more of its programme of activities to accommodate those changing lifestyles. We are finding that over the winter and early spring there is a growing interest in sporting activities at night in the outdoors. This is driving the move towards the development of all-weather floodlit facilities and it is happening at a significant pace right now.
We can sometimes over emphasise the importance of team sports and place less emphasis on the value of individual sports. A participant on a team can look to his/her colleagues for support, but it can be a bit lonely for those involved as an individual. Still there are many thousands who get great fulfilment from sports such as athletics, golf and swimming just to mention a few sports. The title of this paper – “Contribution of Sport to the Quality of Life” - perhaps could also include the work leisure. People get involved in numerous sports for leisure rather than competitive reasons and their quality of life is greatly enriched by such participation. So, what is one person’s competitive sport is another’s leisure activity. 
Although active sporting participation may well be over for many of our older citizens, the importance of sport in their lives often remains hugely significant. Many continue to attend games at every possible opportunity, but at a minimum watching games on T.V., listening to them on the radio or just reading the daily sports reports in the newspapers is something they look forward to every week. I know of one elderly lady living close to me on her own who is glued to the television and radio at every opportunity to hear the latest news and match commentaries. The same picture emerges in hospitals and nursing homes where patients tune in at regular intervals. Many of these elderly citizens participated in some sport or other in their younger days and they continue to retain an interest. Not alone do their sporting interests give them tremendous fulfilment and enjoyment, but it is also a significant contributor to their quality of life. 
I recently announced an initiative with the support of Dr. Martin McAleese which will focus specifically on the loneliness of elderly men in our communities and the isolation they experience in their lives. A pilot project will be undertaken in the coming autumn and spring. When social and other activities are arranged for elderly citizens the trend appears to be that few elderly men participate. The removal of so many services from our rural communities in particular means many elderly citizens in these communities become isolated and are cut-off from normal social interaction. An occasional visit from a family member or a neighbour is all they can look forward to. We have engaged with a number of individuals with expertise in this area to ascertain how the G.A.A. might be able to help. Women are much better at attending social programmes than the men. However, our specific aim is to entice elderly men to attend social gatherings which will have a strong sporting (and G.A.A. in particular) theme. We are currently researching this initiative, but we are very confident that we can use sport to enhance the lives of individuals who for various reasons find themselves excluded from day to day interaction with friends and neighbours. This is yet another example of using sport to deliver a better quality of life to another group of our citizens.
Every sporting organisation in this country makes tremendous efforts to maximise participation levels and deliver enjoyable programmes of activities for all. This cannot be done from their own resources, so support from Government and its various agencies is essential to ensure appropriate and relevant activities are delivered taking into account the needs of elite and non-elite sports people. It must be acknowledged that a high level of support is currently available from various Government bodies, right down to Local Sport Partnerships and Local Authorities. There is a gap I believe in developing a co-ordinated approach to the value of sport towards healthy lifestyles across many agencies of the state. I have already alluded to the fact that there is insufficient investment in sport in our educational system. There is little or no debate either about how sport may be used as a mechanism to help reduce our dependence on our health services in the future.  
Is there anything to arouse the passion in an individual more than sport, be that as a participant or a supporter? We are never slow to air our views concerning the sporting events of the previous day. Our sporting passion consumes much of our lives here in this country. Our mood swings can often be judged by the success or otherwise of our favourite teams or individuals. With sport such a dominant theme in the lives of many people in this country, it is hardly surprising therefore that it can and does play a major role in the quality of life we all experience. As the head of an organisation which is at the heart of every community in this country, I am well aware of the importance of sport in both urban and rural areas of Ireland. Over the past two years I have visited every county in Ireland, some on numerous occasions. The importance of the local G.A.A. club in giving identity to a parish and its community is one of our Association’s great strengths. That community spirit is crucial in uplifting the lives of all members in every community and contributing to their quality of life.
Irrespective of what sport we play or support, we are a passionate sporting nation engrossed in our particular sport and having our lives enhanced by our involvement. The fulfilment and enjoyment we all receive as players and supporters is hugely important to us. That contribution can only be a positive aid to the quality of life we all experience. Its value to our society should never be underestimated.

Thank You.
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