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FOREWORD 

There is no place for abusive or discriminatory behaviour in sport. Any verbal, 

physical, psychological, or online abuse must be denounced. Since the cancellation 

of several hundred sporting matches in November 2021 on foot of excessive abuse, 

the Committee has heard evidence of unconscionable actions on and off the field of 

play. The reputational impact for sport is one crucial issue, but, on yet a more urgent 

level, the physical and mental well-being of all sportspeople is at stake. 

Any sporting discipline should provide an equal and welcoming environment to all, 

and every individual involved has a part to play in shaping the kind of sport that 

exemplifies inclusion, fair play, and good conduct, and the kind of sport where any 

form of abusive or discriminatory behaviour is easily reported, denounced, and 

resolved. Every referee, official, player, coach, and spectator is vital to the process of 

a culture shift, and, indeed, it is a shift in culture that is required: the Committee has 

noted an overwhelming number of appeals for such change. 

The State also has its role. The Committee is of the opinion that current policy 

initiatives do not go far enough in safeguarding the participation of all in sport. We 

call for the appropriate authorities to consider the appointment of a centralised 

Sporting Ombudsman to promote duty of care issues, for the establishment of a 

working group of key stakeholders to plan and implement a Code of Conduct across 

sports, for a greater concentration of research efforts to better determine the impact 

of abuse in Irish sport, and for a change in funding structures to require commitment 

to anti-abusive and anti-discriminatory action. Crucially, we call on sporting 

organisations to provide a more appropriate suite of supports for victims of abuse. 

The Committee is aware of movement within the European Union to deliver a safe 

environment in sport as part of the EU Work Plan for Sport 2021-2024; the 

Committee welcomes any measure to prevent harassment, abuse, discrimination, 

and violence in sport, and looks forward to relevant forthcoming EU policy in 2023. 

I must thank all stakeholders and the Department for their contributions during this 

investigation into the matter of abuse in sport. I extend these thanks to the Members 
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of the Joint Committee for their participation, their questions, and their insight into the 

issues at hand, and to the Committee’s Secretariat for its assistance.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In spite of policy and legislative developments that aim to address discrimination and 

promote good conduct in sport, abusive behaviour persists across sporting 

organisations. With a view to determining a possible means of eliminating any and all 

abuse directed toward referees, officials, and players in sport, the Joint Committee 

on Tourism, Culture, Arts, Sport and Media held two (2) public oral hearings, and 

received written submissions from sixteen (16) organisations across the sporting 

sector. Details of the relevant public oral hearings and written submissions can be 

found in Appendix 1 and Appendix 2. 

Incidences of verbal abuse, physical abuse, psychological abuse, online abuse, 

sexist abuse, and racial abuse have been found to be directed at officials and 

players in sport. Aggressors—or perpetrators of abuse in Irish sport—can be players, 

opponents, opposition supporters, managers, members of a management team, 

teammates, a member of media outlets, members of the public, or referees. The 

content of verbal and/or psychological abuse can entail remarks on performance, as 

well as character, personality, or physical appearance. 

Sporting organisations largely framed recommendations for addressing abuse in 

Irish sport across five main pillars: (i), culture, education, and training; (ii), 

communications-based strategies; (iii), information-based strategies; (iv), sport-

specific deterrents; and, (v), resourcing considerations. 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS 
1. The Committee recommends that the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, 

Gaeltacht, Sport and Media engage with Sport Ireland and other relevant 

stakeholders to consider the appointment of a Sport Ombudsman whose remit 

may extend across all sports in the safeguarding of all participants, and of 

which the purpose would be to promote the resolution of duty of care issues. 

2. The Committee recommends that the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, 

Gaeltacht, Sport and Media mandate Sport Ireland to establish a working 

group of key stakeholders, including referee, official, and player 
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representatives, responsible for the oversight and implementation of a 

national Code of Conduct across Irish sport. 

3. The Committee recommends that, on enactment of the Online Safety and 

Media Regulation Bill 2022, all communications media as currently defined 

within the Bill, as initiated, are required to have due regard for the principles of 

such a Code of Conduct across Irish Sport. 

4. The Committee recommends the expansion of the Sports Action Plan 2021-

2023 to explicitly include a series of anti-discriminatory and anti-abusive 

actions. 

5. The Committee recommends that the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, 

Gaeltacht, Sport and Media commission research on abuse and 

discrimination in the Irish sporting context. 

6. The Committee recommends that all sports funding and grants administered 

for or by the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, Sport and 

Media require funded entities to provide evidence of the adoption of anti-

discriminatory and anti-abusive policies. 

7. The Committee recommends that the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, 

Gaeltacht, Sport and Media engage with Sport Ireland to create a new key 

performance indicator (KPI) for National Governing Bodies and Local Sports 

Partnerships that measures the provision of training for administrators on the 

handling of reported instances of abuse. 

8. The Committee recommends that the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, 

Gaeltacht, Sport and Media engage with Sport Ireland to develop guidance for 

National Governing Bodies and Local Sports Partnerships in respect of 

appropriate social media policies. 

9. The Committee recommends that Sport Ireland provide, in collaboration with 

National Governing Bodies and Local Sports Partnerships, a suite of supports 

to referees, officials, and players who have received abuse, including 

psychological and mentoring supports. 

10. The Committee recommends that Sport Ireland be charged with the 

development of, in collaboration with National Governing Bodies and Local 

Sports Partnerships, training initiatives for referees, officials, and players in 

sport to recognise and counteract abuse. 
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11. The Committee recommends that the Department of Tourism, Culture, Arts, 

Gaeltacht, Sport and Media engage with Sport Ireland to develop local, 

nationwide, and social media campaigns that promote the value of officiating, 

the need for officials, and the need for respect for all those involved in sport at 

all levels, with consideration for signposting to this effect at sporting venues.  
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BACKGROUND 

ABUSE IN SPORT 
In November 2021, around 550 games were cancelled in Ireland across the North 

Dublin Schoolboys and Schoolgirls League, the Metropolitan Girls League, and the 

Eastern Women’s Football League in response to concerns around the treatment of 

referees at recent matches. 

Chiafullo (1998, p. 202) defines referee abuse as the following: 

“A verbal statement or physical act which implies or threatens physical harm 

to a referee or a referee’s property or equipment. Abuse includes, but is not 

limited to, the following acts committed [against] a referee: using foul or 

abusive language toward a referee; spewing any beverage on a referee’s 

personal property; or verbally threatening a referee.”1 

Such a definition may, for the purposes of the present report, equally be extended to 

officials or players in sport. 

A large number of sports are, by their nature, competitive: players, athletes, and 

teams often contend to reach a similar goal. Vealey (1986) conceptualises 

achievement in sport as being outcome-oriented, performance-oriented, or both.2 By 

this token, competitive sport can be viewed as differentiating participants and ranking 

them by virtue of performance. Referees and match officials, as arbitrators over both 

outcome and performance in particular sports, and as the enforcers of rules and 

fairness, are often key agents in sporting events. 

To a certain extent, it may be reasoned that outcome and performance in sport are 

not wholly objective: players, coaches, and spectators in particular may have 

differing perspectives on the merits or demerits of the performance of a particular 

athlete or team. Perception of performance can be influenced by various 

 
1 Chiafullo, C. (1998). From personal foul to personal attack: How sports officials are the target of 
physical abuse from players, coaches and fans alike. Seton Hall Journal of Sport Law, 8, 201-225. 
2 Vealey, R. (1986). Conceptualisation of sport-confidence and competitive orientation: Preliminary 
investigation and instrument development. Journal of Sport Psychology, 8(3), 221-246. 
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psychological and social factors, such as confirmation bias or peer pressure. This 

perception, however, can lead to a certain view of the eventual outcome that may or 

may not be in alignment with the adjudications of a referee or match official. 

In addition, athletes and officials can be subject to scrutiny on the part of spectators, 

who may be invested in a particular outcome or who may have a particular 

preconception of that athlete or official. In the event that the performance of an 

athlete or the decisions of an official do not align with a given spectator’s view or 

expectations of an athlete or sporting event, conflict can occur. 

The interactions and behaviours of the agents in sporting events may be influenced, 

furthermore, by other variables—particularly by knowledge of the sport in question 

and its rules. Culture across and within sports can differ greatly, with the potential to 

exhort certain behaviours on the part of agents depending on the customs, ideas, 

and traditions of particular sports, or of particular levels of sports. The behaviours of 

individual actors may also be shaped by any given facet of their background or 

personality. 

It is consequently the case that various tensions may be in play throughout the 

course of sporting events, and these can give rise to any number of scenarios. It is 

the purpose of the present Committee report to focus on the more harmful scenarios 

that can arise—and, in particular, on those that have been presented to the 

Committee in the Irish context. 

DISCRIMINATION IN SPORT 
A European Parliament Think Tank document notes that: 

“Sport’s ethical principles are often stretched. Based on physical performance, 

competitive sport not only offers men and women differing opportunities (and 

prize money); it also separates athletes with disabilities from those without. 

Regrettably, women remain underrepresented in coaching and managerial 

positions in sport. […] This shows that the universality of sport is not always 

confirmed in the day-to-day practice and management of specific institutions, 
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and that sport continues to be affected by a number of specific instances of 

discrimination.” 

Discrimination, for the purposes of the present report, is defined as “the unjust or 

prejudicial treatment of different categories of people”. Discrimination can occur 

deliberately, but there can be a subjective element to discrimination, by which 

individuals can feel discrimination in cases where none exists. 

It is not the intention of the present report to characterise sport as intrinsically 

discriminatory: as per a European Council report, differentiation is discriminatory in 

the instances where such differentiation is based on illegitimate or illegal criteria. The 

present report does not have scope to suggest that the present forms of 

differentiation, in the sporting context, are founded on such criteria. Rather, this 

report operates on the assumption that the pre-existing conventions are relatively 

stable, and will limit itself to the scrutiny of occurrences of abuse and discrimination 

within these conventional categories. 

However, utilising a framework of sport that demonstrates how it may rank and 

differentiate participants may be useful, particularly where actual discrimination has 

been or is observed, insofar as it allows for a specific insight into the expectations, 

motivations, and experiences of all agents in sport as they relate to one another—for 

referees, officials, players, coaches, and spectators alike.  

In addition, the assumption of fundamental equality in such a line of scrutiny would 

entail the risk of ignoring harms specific to particular groups of individuals: the UK 

Parliament, for instance, has recently reported on racism in cricket, while the EU-

funded OutSport report centred around sexual orientation and gender identity in 

sport. 

POLICY AND LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK 
CONDUCT IN SPORT 
The Sport Ireland Act 2015 contains certain provisions for the promotion of good 

conduct. Section 8(1)(d) of the Act stipulates that one of the functions of Sport 

Ireland shall be “to facilitate, through the promulgation of guidelines and codes of 
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been or is observed, insofar as it allows for a specific insight into the expectations, 
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referees, officials, players, coaches, and spectators alike.  

In addition, the assumption of fundamental equality in such a line of scrutiny would 

entail the risk of ignoring harms specific to particular groups of individuals: the UK 

Parliament, for instance, has recently reported on racism in cricket, while the EU-

funded OutSport report centred around sexual orientation and gender identity in 

sport. 

POLICY AND LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK 
CONDUCT IN SPORT 
The Sport Ireland Act 2015 contains certain provisions for the promotion of good 

conduct. Section 8(1)(d) of the Act stipulates that one of the functions of Sport 

Ireland shall be “to facilitate, through the promulgation of guidelines and codes of 
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practice, standards of good conduct [and] fair play […]”, while Section (1)(f) provides 

that Sport Ireland shall “plan, implement, evaluate, and monitor education and 

information programmes for good conduct, fair play, and the elimination of doping in 

sport”. 

In 2020, Sport Ireland introduced an updated Governance Code for Sport, based on 

the 2016 Code of Practice for Good Governance of Community, Voluntary, and 

Charitable Organisations. It is a voluntary code of practice for good governance of 

sport organisations in Ireland, which sets out patterns of practice to help 

organisations set and achieve their goals more efficiently and effectively, to provide 

evidence to show that organisations are performing, to increase transparency, to 

help organisations to manage risks, and to reduce organisational costs. 

In alignment with the Governance Code for Sport, Sport Ireland has released a 

range of resources, including guidance notes, policy documents, and templates, to 

support organisations, boards, management, and staff in the development of 

relevant governance processes and procedures particular to each sporting 

organisation. One such resource consists of guidelines for the development of 

Codes of Conduct for relevant organisations, with the aim of seeking compliance to a 

particular set of standards for conduct among administrators, officials, coaches, 

athletes, players, parents, and, in some cases, spectators, within a given 

organisation. 

As an example of implementation of such a Code of Conduct, the Irish Rugby 

Football Union established the Spirit of Rugby Charter within the framework of its 

Strategic Plan 2018—2023. The Charter sets out values and standards for all 

involved in the sport, including players, coaches, volunteers, and spectators, and the 

expectation is that the concerned groups and individuals would adhere to these 

standards both on and off the field of play. 

ANTI-DISCRIMINATION 

DOMESTIC FRAMEWORK 
In Ireland, there are two distinct pieces of legislation that establish the right to 

equality and prohibit discrimination: the Employment Equality Acts 1998—2015 and 
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the Equal Status Acts 2000—2015. These Acts outlaw discrimination in employment, 

vocational training, advertising, collective agreements, and the provision of goods 

and services. 

On 19th May 2022, Sport Ireland launched its Diversity and Inclusion Policy to bolster 

participation in lifelong sport and physical activity on the part of all. It relies on the 

five themes of “change”, “communication”, “access”, “capacity”, and “leadership” to 

establish objectives and desired outcomes for diversity and inclusion across the 

sporting sector. The policy emerged as a result of research and consultation that 

found that general barriers to participation in sport for minoritised groups included 

abusive language and conduct, as well as attitudinal barriers, discrimination, 

prejudice, and active exclusion.  

EU FRAMEWORK 
Discrimination, alongside various other forms of intolerance, are addressed in the 

Treaty on the European Union and the Treaty of the Functioning of the European 

Union. In addition, the Charter of Fundamental Rights in the European Union has 

equal legal value to the aforementioned Treaties: the Charter explicitly stipulates that 

every individual is equal before the law, and prohibits discrimination on grounds such 

as sex, race, colour, ethnic or social origin, genetic features, language, religion or 

belief, political opinion or any other opinion, membership of a national minority, 

property, birth, disability, age, or sexual orientation. 

There are various pieces of secondary legislation at the level of the European Union 

to prohibit discrimination, such as the Racial Equality Directive, the Framework 

Decision on Combatting Racism and Xenophobia, the Victims’ Rights Directive, the 

Audiovisual Media Services Directive, and Council Decision 2002/348/JHA, which 

allows services and/or sports authorities to exchange operational information on 

high-risk supporters with police services and/or other sports authorities.  
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EVIDENCE OF ABUSE IN IRISH SPORT 

Evidence on abuse in Irish sport was received from stakeholders in the sporting 

sector across two (2) public oral hearings and sixteen (16) written submissions. 

Details of these public oral hearings and written submissions may be found in 

Appendix 1 and Appendix 2. 

STATISTICS 
Seven Irish sporting organisations submitted statistical evidence to the Committee in 

relation to the volume, nature, and/or handling of complaints of abuse in their sport 

or organisation. Several stakeholders spoke to the issue of abuse at public oral 

hearings before the Committee. A number of behavioural issues were identified as a 

result of these testimonies, which clearly signalled incidences of physical abuse, 

verbal abuse, psychological abuse, online abuse, sexist abuse, and racial abuse. 

These forms of abuse have been found to be directed at officials and players in 

sport. 

Aggressors—or perpetrators of abuse in Irish sport—can be players, opponents, 

opposition supporters, managers, members of a management team, teammates, a 

member of media outlets, members of the public, or referees. The content of verbal 

and/or psychological abuse can entail remarks on performance, as well as character, 

personality, or physical appearance. 

The way in which various forms of abuse are defined by each organisation may not 

necessarily align with the definitions given in the background chapter of the present 

report, or be consistent between organisations. Furthermore, there are concerns 

among stakeholders, such as Hockey Ireland, that collated data by organisations 

may only reflect incidences of abuse at certain levels of sport—capturing, for 

instance, national or provincial levels, while abuse at the mass participation level 

may not be reflected at all. Nevertheless, the evidence received by the Committee 

does indicate overarching concerns relating to behaviour across Irish sport. 

Several organisations, such as the Gaelic Athletic Association, Student Sport 

Ireland, the Irish Soccer Referees Society, the Football Association of Ireland, and 
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Cricket Ireland, noted that underreporting of abuse is likely common among victims 

of abuse in sport. As such, it may be inferred that the data collated in the present 

report only represents a subset of the real-world occurrences of abuse in Irish sport. 

ORGANISATION NUMBER OF REPORTS PERIOD OF TIME 

Basketball Ireland 47 2017—2019 (3 years) 

The Camogie Association 113 2019—2021 (3 years) 

Hockey Ireland 58 2017—2021 (5 years) 

Figure 1: Reports of abuse made to sporting organisations where victims are 

referees or match officials 

ORGANISATION PERCENTAGE OF 
POPULATION 

EXPERIENCE OF 
ABUSE PRIOR TO 

The Football Association 

of Ireland 

74% of referees December 2021 

The Gaelic Players 

Association 

85% of surveyed players November 2021 

Figure 2: Percentage of players or referees affiliated to sporting organisations who 

have, or who may have, experienced abuse 

Furthermore, Cricket Ireland noted that at least one serious behavioural incident is 

likely to occur in any given year—in each province.  

The Irish Judo Association observed that, over a five-year period prior to March 

2022, there had been three incidences of verbal abuse, in addition to a significant 

cluster of online abuse in relation to one specific tournament. 
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IMPACT OF ABUSE 
Sporting organisations report wide-ranging effects of abuse on officials and players, 

which act, in many cases, as catalysts for tensions across sporting spheres. 

A particularly impactful consequence of abuse directed toward referees and officials 

in sport is a difficulty in retaining qualified referees and officials to fulfil their roles 

during sporting matches: the Football Association of Ireland estimated that around 

66% of referees retire within two years following the completion of its beginners’ 

referee course. In addition, the Irish Soccer Referees Society noted that a number of 

matches have been abandoned due to abuse of referees, and that there is the 

possibility of withdrawing referee services in specific football leagues if issues of 

abuse are not addressed. 

Indeed, Sport Ireland suggested that volunteers in sport, who make up a significant 

proportion of referees and officials, and particularly volunteers at club level, are 

subject to additional stresses as a consequence of the presence of abuse in sport. It 

stated that it is in the process of developing a volunteer strategy to identify and 

address issues relating to abuse, retention, and promotion. It further highlighted that 

some sports are funded to provide development officers that work alongside 

volunteers. 

Generalised impacts of abuse are found across both officials and referees: The 

Gaelic Players Association noted that, according to 47% of players surveyed in 

November 2021, abuse had significantly and negatively impacted players’ mental 

and emotional wellbeing. 

ISSUES IN ADDRESSING ABUSE 
With the exception of underreporting or inaccurate reporting of abuse, as discussed 

in relation to the compilation of relevant statistics, stakeholders have noted a number 

of factors that present difficulty for those seeking to address abuse across Irish sport. 

Such factors may include: 

• low levels of adherence to and enforcement of sanctions set out by sporting 

organisations; 
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• a lack of proportionate sanctioning measures for repeat offenders; 

• the possibility or fear of retribution on the part of the aggressor if a victim is 

to report abuse; 

• the protracted nature of follow-up and redress procedures when abuse is 

reported to the appropriate authorities;  

• the online platform or platforms where some forms of abuse can occur, 

particularly anonymous abuse or abuse perpetrated by those who are 

identifiably located in Ireland; and 

• a lack of cultural or educational initiatives, or appropriate deterrents, to 

engender a safer environment for all participants in sporting events. 

ONLINE ABUSE 
Many sporting organisations, in providing evidence to the Committee, noted a 

prevalence of online activity of which the purpose is to cause direct harm to referees, 

officials, or players in sport. Some sporting organisations, in response to a rise in 

online abuse, have adopted social media or online content policies. 

SOCIAL MEDIA POLICIES 
Basketball Ireland described its social media policy as allowing it to regulate certain 

types of behaviour that take place on social media; the policy is to apply to all 

registered Basketball Ireland members, staff, contractors, and administrators. The 

aim of the policy is to provide guidelines for the effective and productive use of social 

media channels.  

Basketball Ireland stated that, as per its social media policy, members are 

encouraged not to engage with social media in a way that could be construed as 

negative or derogatory in respect of other members, that could damage their own 

reputation or that of sponsors, or to disrupt principles of consent or intellectual 

property rights. Basketball Ireland stated to the Committee that it reserves the right 

to take any appropriate measures with respect to infringements of the social media 

policy on the part of any Basketball Ireland member, including the power to issue a 

takedown notice or engage in legal action. 
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The Camogie Association stressed its awareness of an increased incidence of online 

abuse made against players and officials, and stated that it utilises social media 

platform tools to occasionally minimise interaction and comments—particularly in 

relation to underage activities and events. The Camogie Association also remarks 

that online anonymity and comments made by users outside of their organisation 

pose significant challenges to the minimisation of abuse directed toward camogie 

players and officials. 

The Irish Judo Association highlighted it amended its Code of Ethical Conduct to 

include a section on the use of social media, thereby banning: abuse of another 

member or members through the medium of social media, acting in a manner 

injurious to the Irish Judo Association on social media, or participation in injurious 

behaviour against any member or administrators of the Irish Judo Association on 

social media. 

CONTENT AND/OR FORM OF ONLINE ABUSE 
The Gaelic Players Association stated that 94% of players surveyed in November 

2021 reported never having experienced abuse via social media. However, 23% of 

the surveyed players that had experienced abuse remarked that this had occurred 

via email, and 20% stated that this had occurred on online forums. 

BROADER FRAMEWORKS FOR ADDRESSING ONLINE ABUSE 
The Federation of Irish Sport specifically referenced the Online Safety and Media 

Regulation Bill 2022 as a means of addressing online abuse: it recommended that 

Online Safety Commissioner, established under the aforementioned Bill, should 

elaborate rules on addressing online abuse directed toward referees, officials, and 

players in sport. 

The Federation of Irish Sport also proposed that all media outlets operating in Ireland 

should commit to a public statement of compliance to a national code of conduct on 

the monitoring and blocking of online abuse in sport. 
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PROPOSED STAKEHOLDER SOLUTIONS 

Sporting organisations largely framed recommendations for addressing abuse in 

Irish sport across five main pillars: (i), culture, education, and training; (ii), 

communications-based strategies; (iii), information-based strategies; (iv), sport-

specific deterrents; and, (v), resourcing considerations. 

CULTURE, EDUCATION, AND TRAINING 
There was consensus among most sporting organisations that issues of abuse were 

linked directly to cultural and educational issues. 

The Gaelic Players Association recommended that all participants in sport be 

educated on the significant negative impact that any abusive behaviour can have on 

others, with an emphasis on encouraging and supporting victims of abuse to report 

abusive behaviour.  

Hockey Ireland proposed the development of a series of training sessions for 

existing and aspiring umpires and officials, and the Football Association of Ireland 

suggested that support strategies for referees should be diversified and increased, to 

include supports such as mentoring and resilience training. 

Aldi Community Games noted that it is in the process of exploring the possibility of 

leveraging pre-match briefings to address the impact of abuse in sport, to 

encapsulate the negative effects that poor behaviour can cause, the assurance of 

collective agency, and the detailing of behavioural expectations for the imminent 

match. 

Volleyball Ireland stated plans for the development of educational programmes for 

delivery through social media, in order to improve players’ awareness of the rules of 

the game, education for referees to ensure competency and confidence to apply the 

rules of the game, and the introduction of a referee development and mentoring 

programme. 

The Federation of Irish Sport recommended that a new key performance indicator 

(KPI) be added for National Governing Bodies and Local Sports Partnerships: the 
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provision of training for administrators on the handling of reported abuse. It also 

suggested the provision of a suite of supportive resources to referees, officials, and 

players who have received abuse. 

COMMUNICATIONS-BASED STRATEGIES 
Many of the sporting organisations that submitted evidence to the Committee 

highlighted the possibility of campaign-based strategies to eliminate abuse in Irish 

sport.  

Hockey Ireland, for instance, noted that multiple articles and interviews can appear 

online in the lead-up to tournaments to endorse the work and efforts of umpires, 

placing their achievements on par with those of athletes; Hockey Ireland suggested 

that, in Ireland, the promotion of the work of umpires to the wider community could 

be a mechanism for celebrating successes and professional development, while 

humanising officials in an effort to minimise abuse. 

Hockey Ireland and the Football Association of Ireland proposed the use of 

nationwide media and social media campaigns to promote the value of officiating, 

the need for officials, and the need for respect for all those involved in sport at all 

levels. Volleyball Ireland, in a similar vein, noted plans to launch a social media 

promotional campaign to profile its referees, while the Camogie Association 

suggested that nationwide campaigns could generally promote positive behaviours 

and increase awareness of the impact of abuse across sporting organisations. 

Furthermore, Volleyball Ireland stated that it would increase the number of 

livestreamed matches so as to more easily highlight any abusive behaviour that 

occurs on the field of play. 

The Federation of Irish Sport recommended the establishment of a working group of 

key stakeholders in Irish sport, convened to develop and design a national code of 

conduct for Irish sport. The Camogie Association also proposed that a draft code of 

conduct for all participants in sporting events, to extend to parents and coaches, 

should be implemented.  
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The Federation of Irish Sport also suggested that the Sports Action Plan 2021-2023 

be expanded to explicitly include abuse, and that campaign ambassadors in Irish 

sport be appointed to reflect a zero-tolerance stance on abuse. Such campaigns, 

according to the Federation of Irish Sport recommendation, would involve the 

development of a core campaign tagline for use on all internal and external 

communications from sporting bodies, and the development of social media policies 

where National Governing Bodies and clubs do not have these. 

INFORMATION-BASED STRATEGIES 
As part of a suite of strategies to eliminate abuse in sport, some sporting 

organisations have called, in submissions to the Committee, for a greater amount of 

research efforts.  

The Football Association of Ireland, for instance, recommended accurate and 

uniform data collection in relation to referee numbers, robust academic research that 

examines and scrutinises referee abuse, and the conducting of exit interviews upon 

the resignation of referees. 

Hockey Ireland proposed that funding be attributed to research universities in Ireland 

to conduct studies on abuse in the Irish sporting context. Student Sport Ireland noted 

the possibility that, owing to its placement in the higher education sector, it has the 

potential to undertake a coordinated study of the levels of abuse directed toward 

referees, officials, and players participating in higher education competitions in order 

to determine potential remediations. 

Given the gaps in data collation on which organisations commented, as discussed in 

the present report’s section on statistics relating to abuse in sport, it may be inferred 

that further coordinated research may allow for a greater overview of factors involved 

in occurrences of abuse in the Irish sporting context—across a larger number of 

sports and at all levels of Irish sport. 

SPORT-SPECIFIC DETERRENTS 
Sporting organisations highlighted some solutions to address behavioural issues that 

were specifically considered in the context of the sport in question, though that is not 
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uniform data collection in relation to referee numbers, robust academic research that 

examines and scrutinises referee abuse, and the conducting of exit interviews upon 

the resignation of referees. 

Hockey Ireland proposed that funding be attributed to research universities in Ireland 

to conduct studies on abuse in the Irish sporting context. Student Sport Ireland noted 

the possibility that, owing to its placement in the higher education sector, it has the 

potential to undertake a coordinated study of the levels of abuse directed toward 

referees, officials, and players participating in higher education competitions in order 

to determine potential remediations. 

Given the gaps in data collation on which organisations commented, as discussed in 

the present report’s section on statistics relating to abuse in sport, it may be inferred 

that further coordinated research may allow for a greater overview of factors involved 

in occurrences of abuse in the Irish sporting context—across a larger number of 

sports and at all levels of Irish sport. 

SPORT-SPECIFIC DETERRENTS 
Sporting organisations highlighted some solutions to address behavioural issues that 

were specifically considered in the context of the sport in question, though that is not 
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to suggest that the proposed solutions would be impossible to implement across a 

wider range of sports. 

The Gaelic Players Association suggested that all manner of deterrents be 

considered, including field sanctions, suspensions, and fines, in response to abusive 

behaviour. 

Hockey Ireland highlighted that, on an international level, a carding mechanism has 

been introduced into the sport, whereby an offence can result in a form of 

suspension—for example, a green card would result in a two-minute game-time 

suspension, or a yellow card would result in either a five- or a ten-minute game-time 

suspension. In the Irish context, Hockey Ireland stated that the National EY Hockey 

League has introduced a twenty-minute “cooling-off” period, during which coaches, 

players, and officials are advised not to engage with one another until twenty 

minutes have elapsed after the conclusion of the game. 

Volleyball Ireland, in its submission to the Committee, cited pre-emptive measures to 

curb a deterioration of behaviour, including the introduction of disciplinary points 

tables, sanctions and fines for accumulated disciplinary points, and the retrospective 

alteration of sanctions if it was felt that sanctions previously imposed were 

inappropriate. 

RESOURCING CONSIDERATIONS 
Some of the sporting organisations whom the Committee consulted as part of the 

present line of enquiry proposed resourcing or structural changes within Irish 

sporting bodies in order to better address concerns of abuse in sport. 

Sport Ireland noted that the “stick of funding” would not be used in every instance of 

injustice or difficulty within a sport; it emphasised its role as a development agency of 

which the principal aim is to support, guide, and nurture sporting organisations to 

develop good practice, rather than punish where poor practice occurs. 

The Federation of Irish Sport recommended that Sports Capital infrastructure 

applications include evidence of policies and actions undertaken by the applicant to 

address abuse in sport at National Governing Body level and at club level. In 
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addition, the Federation of Irish Sport proposed the provision of signage at all state-

funded infrastructure which conveys a message to condemn any abuse in sport. 

The Football Association of Ireland suggested that a pool of league referee liaison 

officers could be established, from which a liaison officer for referees would be 

appointed for each game taking place. 

Hockey Ireland highlighted that a sports ombudsman could be appointed, whose 

remit would extend across all sports in the safeguarding of all participants, and who 

would promote the resolution of duty of care issues. Sport Ireland observed that such 

an ombudsman position would be predicated on the assumption that all issues 

raised would be consistent and that they could be addressed in the same way across 

all sports; it stated that, in practice, the types of issues and organisations are 

diverse, and that the level of consistency across organisations would complicate the 

work of a centralised sporting ombudsman.  
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APPENDIX 1 

LIST OF PUBLIC ORAL HEARINGS 

WITNESSES DATE  

Gaelic Athletic 
Association 

• Opening statement 

Mr Tom Ryan [Director 

General] 

Mr Donal Smyth [National 

Match Officials Manager] 

Football Association of 
Ireland 

• Opening statement 

Mr Gerard Perry 

[Chairperson; National 

Referees Committee] 

Mr Ger McDermott [Director 

of Grassroots Football] 

Irish Rugby Football Union 

• Opening statement 

Mr Dudley Phillips [Head of 

Referees] 

Ms Anne Marie Hughes 

[Spirit of Rugby Programme 

Manager] 

1st December 2021 

 

Meeting transcript 
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Irish Soccer Referees 
Society 

• Opening statement 

Mr Sean Slattery [Vice-

President] 

Sport Ireland 

• Opening statement 

Dr Una May [Chief 

Executive] 

Mr David Gash 

[Communications and Public 

Affairs Manager] 

The Federation of Irish 
Sport 

• Opening statement 

Ms Mary O’Connor [Chief 

Executive] 

Department of Tourism, 
Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, 
Sport and Media 

• Opening statement 

Mr Cian Ó Lionáin [Assistant 

Secretary] 

Mr Micheál Ó Conaire 

[Principal Officer] 

11th May 2022 
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• Opening statement

Mr Sean Slattery [Vice-

President]

Sport Ireland

• Opening statement

Dr Una May [Chief

Executive]

Mr David Gash

[Communications and Public 

Affairs Manager]

The Federation of Irish 
Sport

• Opening statement

Ms Mary O’Connor [Chief

Executive]

Department of Tourism, 

Culture, Arts, Gaeltacht, 
Sport and Media

• Opening statement

Mr Cian Ó Lionáin [Assistant 

Secretary]

Mr Micheál Ó Conaire

[Principal Officer]
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APPENDIX 2 

LIST OF WRITTEN SUBMISSIONS 

STAKEHOLDER 

Aldi Community Games 

Athletics Ireland 

Badminton Ireland 

Basketball Ireland 

The Camogie Association 

Cricket Ireland 

The Federation of Irish Sport 

The Gaelic Players Association 

Gymnastics Ireland 

Hockey Ireland 

The Irish Judo Association 

The Ladies’ Gaelic Football Association 

Sport Ireland 

Student Sport Ireland 

Tennis Ireland 

Volleyball Ireland 
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APPENDIX 3 

ORDERS OF REFERENCE OF THE COMMITTEE 
STANDING ORDERS 94, 95 AND 96: SCOPE OF ACTIVITY AND POWERS OF 
SELECT COMMITTEES AND FUNCTIONS OF DEPARTMENTAL SELECT 
COMMITTEES 
 

Scope and context of activities of Select Committees 
  

94. (1) The Dáil may appoint a Select Committee to consider and, if so permitted, to 

take evidence upon any Bill, Estimate or matter, and to report its opinion for the 

information and assistance of the Dáil. Such motion shall specifically state the orders 

of reference of the Committee, define the powers devolved upon it, fix the number of 

members to serve on it, state the quorum, and may appoint a date upon which the 

Committee shall report back to the Dáil. 

  

(2) It shall be an instruction to each Select Committee that— 

 

(a)it may only consider such matters, engage in such activities, exercise such 

powers and discharge such functions as are specifically authorised under its 

orders of reference and under Standing Orders; 

 

(b) such matters, activities, powers and functions shall be relevant to, and 

shall arise only in the context of, the preparation of a report to the Dáil;  

 

(c) it shall not consider any matter which is being considered, or of which 

notice has been given of a proposal to consider, by the Joint Committee on 

Public Petitions in the exercise of its functions under Standing Order 125(1); 

and  

 

(d) it shall refrain from inquiring into in public session or publishing confidential 

information regarding any matter if so requested, for stated reasons given in 

writing, by—  
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(i) a member of the Government or a Minister of State, or  

 

(ii) the principal office-holder of a State body within the responsibility of 

a Government Department or  

 

(iii) the principal office-holder of a non-State body which is partly 

funded by the State, 

  

Provided that the Committee may appeal any such request made to the Ceann 

Comhairle, whose decision shall be final. 

  

(3) It shall be an instruction to all Select Committees to which Bills are referred that 

they shall ensure that not more than two Select Committees shall meet to consider a 

Bill on any given day, unless the Dáil, after due notice to the Business Committee by 

a Cathaoirleach of one of the Select Committees concerned, waives this instruction.  

 

Functions of Departmental Select Committees 

 
95. (1) The Dáil may appoint a Departmental Select Committee to consider and, 

unless otherwise provided for in these Standing Orders or by order, to report to the 

Dáil on any matter relating to— 

 

(a) legislation, policy, governance, expenditure and administration of―  

 

(i) a Government Department, and 

 

(ii) State bodies within the responsibility of such Department, and  

 

(b) the performance of a non-State body in relation to an agreement for the 

provision of services that it has entered into with any such Government 

Department or State body. 
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(2) A Select Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order shall also 

consider such other matters which― 

 

(a) stand referred to the Committee by virtue of these Standing Orders or 

statute law, or 

 

(b) shall be referred to the Committee by order of the Dáil.  

 

(3) The principal purpose of Committee consideration of matters of policy, 

governance, expenditure and administration under paragraph (1) shall be―  

 

(a) for the accountability of the relevant Minister or Minister of State, and 

  

(b) to assess the performance of the relevant Government Department or of a 

State body within the responsibility of the relevant Department, in 

delivering public services while achieving intended outcomes, including 

value for money. 

 

(4) A Select Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order shall not consider 

any matter relating to accounts audited by, or reports of, the Comptroller and Auditor 

General unless the Committee of Public Accounts― 

 

(a) consents to such consideration, or  

 

(b) has reported on such accounts or reports. 

 

(5) A Select Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order may be joined 

with a Select Committee appointed by Seanad Éireann to be and act as a Joint 

Committee for the purposes of paragraph (1) and such other purposes as may be 

specified in these Standing Orders or by order of the Dáil: provided that the Joint 

Committee shall not consider― 

  

(a) the Committee Stage of a Bill, 

TUARASCÁIL MAIDIR LE DEIREADH A CHUR LEIS AN DROCHÍDE A THUGTAR DO RÉITEOIRÍ,
D’OIFIGIGH AGUS D’IMREOIRÍ SA SPÓRT

Page 32 of 37



TUARASCÁIL MAIDIR LE DEIREADH A CHUR LEIS AN DROCHÍDE A THUGTAR DO RÉITEOIRÍ, 
D’OIFIGIGH AGUS D’IMREOIRÍ SA SPÓRT 

Page 32 of 37 
 

(2) A Select Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order shall also 

consider such other matters which― 

 

(a) stand referred to the Committee by virtue of these Standing Orders or 

statute law, or 

 

(b) shall be referred to the Committee by order of the Dáil.  

 

(3) The principal purpose of Committee consideration of matters of policy, 

governance, expenditure and administration under paragraph (1) shall be―  

 

(a) for the accountability of the relevant Minister or Minister of State, and 

  

(b) to assess the performance of the relevant Government Department or of a 

State body within the responsibility of the relevant Department, in 

delivering public services while achieving intended outcomes, including 

value for money. 

 

(4) A Select Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order shall not consider 

any matter relating to accounts audited by, or reports of, the Comptroller and Auditor 

General unless the Committee of Public Accounts― 

 

(a) consents to such consideration, or  

 

(b) has reported on such accounts or reports. 

 

(5) A Select Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order may be joined 

with a Select Committee appointed by Seanad Éireann to be and act as a Joint 

Committee for the purposes of paragraph (1) and such other purposes as may be 

specified in these Standing Orders or by order of the Dáil: provided that the Joint 

Committee shall not consider― 

  

(a) the Committee Stage of a Bill, 

THE ELIMINATION OF ANY AND ALL ABUSE DIRECTED TOWARD REFEREES, OFFICIALS, AND 
PLAYERS IN SPORT 

Page 33 of 37 
 

  

(b) Estimates for Public Services, or  

 

(c) a proposal contained in a motion for the approval of an international 

agreement involving a charge upon public funds referred to the Committee 

by order of the Dáil.  

 

(6) Any report that the Joint Committee proposes to make shall, on adoption by the 

Joint Committee, be made to both Houses of the Oireachtas. 

 

(7) The Cathaoirleach of the Select Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing 

Order shall also be Cathaoirleach of the Joint Committee. 

 

(8) Where a Select Committee proposes to consider― 

 

(a) EU draft legislative acts standing referred to the Select Committee under 

Standing Order 133, including the compliance of such acts with the 

principle of subsidiarity, 

 

(b) other proposals for EU legislation and related policy issues, including 

programmes and guidelines prepared by the European Commission as a 

basis of possible legislative action,  

 

(c) non-legislative documents published by any EU institution in relation to EU 

policy matters, or  

 

(d) matters listed for consideration on the agenda for meetings of the relevant 

Council (of Ministers) of the European Union and the outcome of such 

meetings, the following may be notified accordingly and shall have the 

right to attend and take part in such consideration without having a right to 

move motions or amendments or the right to vote: 
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(i) members of the European Parliament elected from constituencies in 

Ireland,  

 

(ii) members of the Irish delegation to the Parliamentary Assembly of 

the Council of Europe, and  

 

(iii) at the invitation of the Committee, other members of the European 

Parliament.  

 

(9) A Select Committee appointed pursuant to this Standing Order may, in respect of 

any Ombudsman charged with oversight of public services within the policy remit of 

the relevant Department consider— 

  

(a) such motions relating to the appointment of an Ombudsman as may be 

referred to the Committee, and  

 

(b) such Ombudsman reports laid before either or both Houses of the 

Oireachtas as the Committee may select: Provided that the provisions of 

Standing Order 130 apply where the Select Committee has not considered 

the Ombudsman report, or a portion or portions thereof, within two months 

(excluding Christmas, Easter or summer recess periods) of the report being 

laid before either or both Houses of the Oireachtas. 

 
Powers of Select Committees 

 
96. Unless the Dáil shall otherwise order, a Committee appointed pursuant to these 

Standing Orders shall have the following powers:  

 

(1) power to invite and receive oral and written evidence and to print and publish from 

time to time―  

 

(a) minutes of such evidence as was heard in public, and  
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(b) such Ombudsman reports laid before either or both Houses of the 

Oireachtas as the Committee may select: Provided that the provisions of 

Standing Order 130 apply where the Select Committee has not considered 

the Ombudsman report, or a portion or portions thereof, within two months 

(excluding Christmas, Easter or summer recess periods) of the report being 

laid before either or both Houses of the Oireachtas. 

 

Powers of Select Committees 

 
96. Unless the Dáil shall otherwise order, a Committee appointed pursuant to these 

Standing Orders shall have the following powers:  

 

(1) power to invite and receive oral and written evidence and to print and publish from 

time to time―  

 

(a) minutes of such evidence as was heard in public, and  
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(b) such evidence in writing as the Committee thinks fit;  

 

(2) power to appoint sub-Committees and to refer to such sub-Committees any matter 

comprehended by its orders of reference and to delegate any of its powers to such 

sub-Committees, including power to report directly to the Dáil;  

 

(3) power to draft recommendations for legislative change and for new legislation;  

 

(4) in relation to any statutory instrument, including those laid or laid in draft before 

either or both Houses of the Oireachtas, power to―  

 

(a) require any Government Department or other instrument-making authority 

concerned to―  

 

(i) submit a memorandum to the Select Committee explaining the 

statutory Instrument, or  

 

(ii) attend a meeting of the Select Committee to explain any such 

statutory instrument: Provided that the authority concerned may decline 

to attend for reasons given in writing to the Select Committee, which may 

report thereon to the Dáil, and 

 

(b) recommend, where it considers that such action is warranted, that the 

instrument should be annulled or amended;  

 

(5) power to require that a member of the Government or Minister of State shall attend 

before the Select Committee to discuss―  

 

(a) policy, or  

 

(b) proposed primary or secondary legislation (prior to such legislation being 

published),  
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for which he or she is officially responsible: Provided that a member of the Government 

or Minister of State may decline to attend for stated reasons given in writing to the 

Select Committee, which may report thereon to the Dáil: and provided further that a 

member of the Government or Minister of State may request to attend a meeting of 

the Select Committee to enable him or her to discuss such policy or proposed 

legislation;  

 

(6) power to require that a member of the Government or Minister of State shall attend 

before the Select Committee and provide, in private session if so requested by the 

attendee, oral briefings in advance of meetings of the relevant EC Council (of 

Ministers) of the European Union to enable the Select Committee to make known its 

views: Provided that the Committee may also require such attendance following such 

meetings;  

 

(7) power to require that the Chairperson designate of a body or agency under the 

aegis of a Department shall, prior to his or her appointment, attend before the Select 

Committee to discuss his or her strategic priorities for the role;  

 

(8) power to require that a member of the Government or Minister of State who is 

officially  

 

responsible for the implementation of an Act shall attend before a Select Committee 

in relation to the consideration of a report under Standing Order 197; 

 

(9) subject to any constraints otherwise prescribed by law, power to require that 

principal office-holders of a―  

 

(a) State body within the responsibility of a Government Department or  

 

(b) non-State body which is partly funded by the State,  

shall attend meetings of the Select Committee, as appropriate, to discuss 

issues for which they are officially responsible: Provided that such an office-
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for which he or she is officially responsible: Provided that a member of the Government 

or Minister of State may decline to attend for stated reasons given in writing to the 

Select Committee, which may report thereon to the Dáil: and provided further that a 

member of the Government or Minister of State may request to attend a meeting of 

the Select Committee to enable him or her to discuss such policy or proposed 

legislation;  

 

(6) power to require that a member of the Government or Minister of State shall attend 

before the Select Committee and provide, in private session if so requested by the 

attendee, oral briefings in advance of meetings of the relevant EC Council (of 

Ministers) of the European Union to enable the Select Committee to make known its 

views: Provided that the Committee may also require such attendance following such 

meetings;  

 

(7) power to require that the Chairperson designate of a body or agency under the 

aegis of a Department shall, prior to his or her appointment, attend before the Select 

Committee to discuss his or her strategic priorities for the role;  

 

(8) power to require that a member of the Government or Minister of State who is 

officially  

 

responsible for the implementation of an Act shall attend before a Select Committee 

in relation to the consideration of a report under Standing Order 197; 

 

(9) subject to any constraints otherwise prescribed by law, power to require that 

principal office-holders of a―  

 

(a) State body within the responsibility of a Government Department or  

 

(b) non-State body which is partly funded by the State,  

shall attend meetings of the Select Committee, as appropriate, to discuss 

issues for which they are officially responsible: Provided that such an office-
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holder may decline to attend for stated reasons given in writing to the Select 

Committee, which may report thereon to the Dáil;  

and 

 

(10) power to―  

 

(a) engage the services of persons with specialist or technical knowledge, to 

assist it or any of its sub-Committees in considering particular matters; and  

 

(b) undertake travel;  

 

Provided that the powers under this paragraph are subject to such recommendations 

as may be made by the Working Group of Committee Cathaoirligh under Standing 

Order 120(4)(a). 
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