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Sport Ireland makes this submission on the topic of Tackling Childhood Obesity at the request 

of the Chairman. 

 

Context 

Sport Ireland was established on October 1st 2015, as the authority tasked with the development 

of sport in Ireland.  

Thus, Sport Ireland’s remit ranges from encouraging excellence in “competitive sport” to 

facilitating increased participation in “recreational sport” throughout the population.  

Our long-standing vision for sport is one where: 

• sport contributes to enhancing the quality of Irish life and everyone is encouraged and 

valued in sport 

• young people see sport participation as an integral and enjoyable part of their busy lives 

• individuals can develop their sporting abilities and enhance their enjoyment, limited only 

by their talent and commitment 

• Irish sportsmen and women achieve consistent world-class performance, fairly 

Sport Ireland’s statutory remit and strategic vision require that we take account, and serve the 

needs, of all people across the sporting spectrum. 

Sport Ireland’s function includes participation in sport, high performance sport, anti-doping, 

coaching, the Sport Ireland Institute and the development of the Sport Ireland National Sports 

Campus.  



Sport Ireland has always placed a particular emphasis on ensuring sport is progressive and 

attracts participants from every corner of Ireland, from every age group and from all social 

backgrounds. There is significant evidence that physical activity promotes wellbeing, physical and 

mental health, prevents disease, improves quality of life and has economic, social and cultural 

benefits. 

 

Health Benefits of Physical Activity 

The Children’s Sport Participation and Physical Activity (CSPPA) study1 referenced the 

considerable international evidence base highlighting the benefits of physical activity in children 

and young people. It identified that physical activity was important to children’s current and 

future health, and adherence to the physical activity guidelines produces a range of direct and 

indirect benefits.  

Physically activity assists in the control of body weight by increasing energy expenditure. This 

helps teach children and young people how to achieve a healthy ‘energy balance’, and avoid 

developing adult obesity. It reduces the risk of developing premature cardiovascular disease, 

type-2 diabetes, metabolic syndrome and some site specific cancers.  Weight bearing physical 

activity is important in bone formation and remodelling.  In addition, physical activity reduces 

depression and anxiety (especially in shy children), enhances mood, self-esteem and quality of 

life.   

Participation in regular health enhancing physical activity has also been found to reduce rule-

breaking behaviour, and to improve attention span and classroom behaviour.  It has positive 

effects on academic performance, including achievement in math tests and reading, academic 

grades and perceptual skills.  Involvement in sport and physical education can play a significant 

role in the enrichment of a child’s social life and the development of social interaction skills. 

Childhood provides a great opportunity to influence attitudes and participation levels positively 

towards physical activity.  A child who emerges from school with confidence in their physical 

body and skills and who has been exposed to positive experiences in physical activity is more 

likely to adhere to an active lifestyle as they age. 
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Physical inactivity is one of the leading risk factors for poor health and is now identified by the 

World Health Organization (WHO) as the fourth leading risk factor for global mortality and is 

estimated to be associated with one million deaths per year in the WHO European Region. 

Globally, physical inactivity is thought to be responsible for:  

• 6% of the burden of disease from coronary heart disease (Europe 5.5%; Ireland 8.8%) 

• 7% of type 2 diabetes (Europe 6.8%; Ireland 10.9%) 

• 10% of breast cancer (Europe 9.3%; Ireland 15.2%) 

• 10% of colon cancer (Europe 9.8%; Ireland 15.7%)  

It is of particular concern that in the case of all these major diseases, the Irish statistics are worse 

than both the European and global averages. 

Physical inactivity is not just a major health risk. There are also social and economic costs of 

inactivity which are no less important. Inactive children are at risk of poorer self-esteem, higher 

anxiety and higher stress levels. They are more likely to smoke and use alcohol and illegal drugs 

than active children. Among working adults, inactive employees have double the number of days 

absenteeism from work compared with employees who are physically active. In later life, inactive 

people lose basic strength and flexibility for daily activities and many can lose independence and 

suffer from poorer mental health. 

The costs and consequences associated with physical inactivity are now becoming more obvious. 

Estimates of the direct (health care) and indirect costs of physical inactivity (loss of economic 

output due to illness, disease-related work disabilities or premature death) are alarming. The 

burden which this places on society in terms of the cost of health care provision alone is rising. 

While we do not have detailed data in Ireland, on the basis of international research physical 

inactivity has been estimated to cost each of the WHO Region’s countries about €150-300 per 

citizen per year. In a worst case scenario this could imply a cost in Ireland of approximately €1.5 

billion per year. The Irish healthcare system would, obviously, benefit from reduced costs if 

people became more active.  

 

 

 



 

How Active Should Children and Young People Be? 

The National Physical Activity Guidelines2 recommend that children (aged 2 – 18) should be 

active every day for 60 minutes at a moderate or higher intensity. The activity should include 

muscle strengthening, flexibility, and bone strengthening exercises 3 times a week. 

 

How Active are Our Children and Young People? 

The best available evidence on children’s activity levels comes from the Children’s Sport 

Participation and Physical Activity (CSPPA) Study3 commissioned by Irish Sports Council4 and 

published in 2010. CSPPA was a cross-sectional study that used self-report surveys, objective 

measures of physical activity and qualitative interviews to assess participation in physical activity, 

physical education, extra-curricular and extra-school sport among 10-18 year olds. Almost 5,500 

children and young people from 53 primary and 70 post-primary schools took part in the study 

making it, perhaps, the most comprehensive available information in relation to physical activity 

behaviours in school-going children in Ireland. The study’s findings included that: 

 19% of primary and 12% of post-primary school children met the physical activity 

recommendations and these proportions have not improved since 2004; 

 girls were less likely than boys to meet the physical activity recommendations;  

 the likelihood of meeting the physical activity recommendations decreased with 

increasing age; and  

 one in four children was unfit, overweight or obese and had elevated blood pressure. 

Importantly, the research found that children who met the physical activity 

recommendations in the Guidelines of at least 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous 

activity daily had the best health profile i.e. they were more likely to meet healthy levels 

of aerobic fitness, healthy weight and have normal blood pressure for their age and sex, 

of all children. In this respect, the study reinforces the considerable body of international 

evidence around the health benefits of physical activity.   
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Results from the CSPPA research have fed into the National Physical Activity Plan around 

setting of targets for increasing physical activity among children. Sport Ireland is significantly 

involved in efforts under the NPAP to increase participation in physical activity throughout the 

population, including among children.  

Recognising that the CSPPA study was undertaken almost 10 years ago, Sport Ireland 

and Healthy Ireland agreed to co-fund a CSPPA follow up study which will replicate the 

previous study and will produce updated information on the sport and physical activity 

habits of our current generation of school-going children. The main report from this 

study is expected to be published in November 2018.     

Apart from the CSPPA Study, Growing Up in Ireland (GUI), the National Longitudinal Study of 

Children has found similar results to the question “How physically active are nine-year-olds?” 

GUI found that only one in four nine-year-olds met the recommendation of 60 minutes of 

moderate to vigorous physical exercise every day. The study also found a significant gender 

differential already visible at that age, with boys (29%) more likely than girls (21%) to meet the 

guideline.  

Again, consistent with the CSPPA study it found that while a majority of boys (84%) and girls 

(67%) were involved in some form of organised sports club or organisation, this involvement 

was insufficient for many in order to meet the Guidelines. Critically, therefore it is important 

that children and young people are given the opportunities to be active in different 

contexts, whether that is in the home, school, club, or community through sport, free 

play, active travel, and physical education. 

The ‘Keeping them in the Game’5 research which was commissioned by Irish Sports Council 

looked at participation in sport from school years through to adulthood. It showed the 

challenges that exist in keeping people involved in sport across the different life stages and 

highlighted the growing evidence that links low levels of physical activity to poor health. It 

focussed on why people take up and drop out from sport and exercise activities at different life 

stages. A key finding was that almost all children in 5th and 6th class in primary school were taking 

part in some form of sport at that stage but that the process of drop out started during the 

transition from primary to post-primary school. Roughly one-in-ten active participants at primary 

school had dropped out of sport by the first year of second level education. This process of 

attrition from sport and physical activity continued on during the post primary years and was 
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more apparent among girls and children from lower socio-economic groups. Participation in a 

variety of sporting activities (team and individual sports) was found to be associated with 

a better chance of staying in sport during the adult years suggesting the importance of 

children and young people being given the opportunity to sample different sport and 

recreational activities during the formative years.   

The report which provides even further support for promoting physical activity in school and 

elsewhere is the positive association between sports participation and academic performance. 

Again, this finding supports a body of international research which has found such evidence. 

Sport Ireland welcomes as very positive, recent developments in the PE curriculum in 

the senior cycle in this regard. It is important that the new initiatives around senior cycle 

PE are rolled out across the entire school system as a priority. It is critical that the full 

implementation of this new curriculum will be sufficiently resourced to ensure the 

maximum potential for its success.   

‘Keeping them in the Game’ also found a clear gradient in the likelihood of participation by 

students across the socio-economic status of their parents such that students with parents in 

higher occupations are more likely to be active participants. The research showed that this socio-

economic difference is not specific to the type of activity, but applies to both team and individual 

sports. Evidence from other research including GUI and the Healthy Ireland survey indicates a 

strong socio-economic gradient in obesity levels. These findings emphasise the importance of 

focussing on individuals from lower socio-economic groups around health behaviours such as 

physical activity and diet. Sport Ireland for its part has placed particular emphasis on getting 

these groups active with the support of Dormant Accounts Funding and through the LSP 

Network and Community Sports Hubs initiative. Increased investment in such initiatives is 

merited to try to reduce these health inequalities.  

 

Tackling Obesity  

The publication of ‘A Healthy Weight for Ireland’, Healthy Ireland’s Obesity Policy and Action 

Plan 2016-2025 is a welcome development in tackling of childhood obesity in Ireland. The 

document outlines the framework and steps towards getting Ireland’s population to a healthy 

weight, with healthy eating, a health conscious food industry becoming the norm and the 

important role of physical activity in people’s lives. 



Sport Ireland is of the view that the effective interventions on physical activity identified in the 

Policy and Action Plan, should be delivered. Sport Ireland is the lead agency in the area of 

physical activity and is working with key stakeholders, National Governing Bodies for Sport 

(NGBs) and the Local Sports Partnership (LSP) network to deliver real change to people’s habits 

with regard to being physically active. 

There are now more opportunities than ever for children and young people to engage in sport 

and physical activity.  

A fundamental principle of the Local Sports Partnership (LSP) network, an initiative of Sport 

Ireland, is to remove any barrier that prevents participation in sport. In 2017 alone Sport Ireland 

allocated in excess of €6m to the 29 established Local Sports Partnerships for core, general 

programme, and disability funding. This has resulted in over 339,615 people participating in 936 

locally delivered participation programmes during 2017. 

The LSPs are the most important drivers of an inter-agency approach at a local level, in that they 

can promote a supportive environment at local level, where physical activity becomes normal as 

well as continuously explore new models of participation. The LSPs are therefore named as key 

partners across many of the action areas of the National Physical Activity Plan.  

Sport Ireland’s Local Sports Partnerships are a key delivery agency to the 2017/2018 Healthy 

Ireland Fund with a specific focus on local actions to implement the National Physical Activity 

Plan for Ireland. 

At a local level Local Sports Partnerships support the implementation of Healthy Ireland by 

working with Local Community Development Committees (LCDCs) and Children and Young 

People’s Services Committees (CYPSCs) on actions that align to national health and wellbeing 

policies and plans. Of the total funding amount of €3.8 million allocated to LCDCs & CYPSCs 

by Healthy Ireland through Pobal, Sport Ireland’s Local Sports Partnerships are supporting the 

delivery of projects of over €1.1 million. 

Dormant Accounts Fund 

Through the Dormant Accounts Fund, Sport Ireland allocates funding to NGBs and LSPs to 

support National Physical Activity Plan measures for disadvantaged communities. €2.9 million 

was allocated to DAF measures in November of last year, with a further €1.5 million announced 

in December. 



Among the initiatives being rolled out with a focus on getting children and young people active 

are: 

 Urban Outdoor Adventure Initiatives: Outdoor recreation programmes have been 

developed and run in disadvantaged communities, for at- risk youth groups, 

disadvantaged school groups and people with disability in many countries with success.  

 

 DCU – YPATH: Y-PATH aims to improve physical activity levels of first year post-

primary youths.  Findings show that the programme has been successful in targeting 

youth at the critical transition from primary to second level education, and alleviate the 

well documented age-related dropout from physical activity and sport. 

 

 UCC – Project FLAME: Project FLAME examines the fundamental and functional 

movement competencies in post-primary Irish adolescent youth at Junior Certificate 

level. To date, Project FLAME findings have observed that levels of fundamental and 

functional movement skill proficiency among adolescents were low, with significant 

gender differences. Findings also demonstrated that movement patterns and skills 

significantly declined as adolescents became older. Through this Dormant Accounts 

Fund, UCC will evaluate the potential and effectiveness of this movement programme in 

the post-primary setting in 2018. All DEIS post-primary schools in Cork will be offered 

training on the implementation of the Project FLAME resources, following the 

completion of this pilot trial in May 2018. 

 

 Community Sport and Physical Activity Hubs: The objective of the CSPAHs is to 

bring local people together and provide a home for local clubs and sports organisations. 

The Hubs provide information, support and advice on a wide range of sports and 

physical activities to make it easier for people in disadvantaged areas to get involved in 

and engage in a more active and healthier lifestyle. 

 

 Get Ireland Running: Athletics Ireland is expanding a number of the Get Ireland 

Running Programmes which were previously funded under Dormant Accounts in 2016. 

The programmes target approximately 50,000 participants in hard to reach communities. 

These initiative include: 

o Fit4Class National Schools Programme 



o IRunForFun Secondary Schools Programme 

o RAPID Community Based Initiatives 

 

 Get Ireland Cycling: Cycling Ireland, working in collaboration with their clubs, partners 

and communities will co-ordinate and deliver opportunities, across a suite of programme 

offerings, to people in socially, economically and educationally disadvantaged areas. The 

Get Ireland Cycling Programme will focus primarily on delivering both the Balance Bike 

and Sprocket Rocket Programmes. 

 

 Get Ireland Swimming: Expansion of the Get Ireland Swimming programme 

2017/2018 will see the continued delivery of community based aquatics programmes in 

conjunction with Dublin City Council (DCC) while also launching the programme in a 

number of other counties. Swim Ireland will also provide support in the development an 

aquatic element to the GAISCE Awards in identified deprived areas.  

 

 Get Ireland Walking: Sport Ireland developed the Get Ireland Walking initiative, in 

collaboration with a number of national partner organisations in 2013 and coordinates 

the program with Mountaineering Ireland with financial support from the Department of 

Health. The programme seeks to grow the culture of walking in Ireland and support the 

establishment of community walling groups throughout the country. A number of new 

walking initiatives will be developed with a particular focus on the personal and social 

development of persons who or economically and socially disadvantaged; these include 

Men’s Shed Walking Initiative, School Walking Initiative and Woodlands for Health 

initiative. 

 

 Consulting with Young People Project: A central goal for all those involved in sport 

for young people is to provide a safe, positive and nurturing environment where children 

can develop and enhance their physical and social skills. Promoting a child centred ethos 

should go hand in hand with identifying and eliminating practices that impact negatively 

on safe and enjoyable participation in sport for young people. Consulting with Young 

People Project is a Sport Ireland project being developed in conjunction with the 

Department of Children and Youth Affairs, Hub na Óg, and the National Governing 

Bodies of Sport and in line with the National Children’s Strategy. Below are the aims of 

the project: 



o Children and young people will have a voice in decisions made in their local 

communities. 

o Children and young people will have a voice in decision – making in early 

education, schools and the wider formal and non-formal education systems. 

o Children and young people will have a voice in decisions that affect their health 

and wellbeing, including on the health and social services delivered to them. 

o Children and young people will have a voice in the courts and legal system. 

 

Other initiatives being delivered by NGBs through the DAF include: Rowing Ireland’s Get 

Going, Get Rowing; Hockey Ireland’s Tricks4Sticks and Young Leader Programme; Gaelic 

Athletic Association’s Nationwide GAA Fun & Run Programme; and, Ladies Gaelic Football 

Association’s Gaelic4Teens, among others. 

NGB & LSP Core Funding 

The above funding the DAF compliments Sport Ireland’s support for NGBs and LSPs through 

annual Core Funding.  

In 2018, Sport Ireland will invest €10.8 million in NGBs to develop sustainable and effective 

structures to facilitate increased numbers of both participants and volunteers across a wide range 

of sports. The Core Funding for NGBs covers a range of areas, including the running of 

participation programmes to encourage both adults and children to engage in the sport. 

Similarly Sport Ireland allocated a total of €6,074,333 to support the core work of the 29 LSPs; 

including the delivery of National Programmes, Education & Training initiatives, Strategic 

Development, Community Sports Development Officers, the Sports Inclusion Disability 

programme, Women in Sport Programmes and general participation programmes. 

 

Conclusion 

The tackling of obesity across all facets of society is a complex and multi-layered issue, however 

it is clear from the evidence that physical activity plays a major role in improving the overall 

health and well-being of our children. Sport Ireland will continue to work with Government and 

key stakeholders to provide more opportunities for young people to engage in sport and physical 

activity. 


