
 

 

Statement to Joint Oireachtas Committee on Sport 

Cathaoirleach, members of the committee: On behalf of the Football Association of Ireland 
I would like to thank The Joint Committee on Tourism, Culture, Arts, Sport and Media for 
the opportunity to address this meeting on issues relating to abuse of referees, officials 
and players across different sporting codes. 

My name is Gerard Perry and I am the chair of the Football Association of Ireland’s 
Referee’s Committee whose responsibility is the governance over all referee matters 
within the Association. I and all of the referee committee members are volunteers. As the 
biggest participation sport in the country, football provides so much pleasure to so many 
be they players, coaches, volunteers, officials and, of course, referees or match officials as 
we now know them. Our referees currently cater for over 80 leagues across the country 
and in excess of 220,000 registered players. 

The benefits of football to Irish society are immense and across so many areas not least the 
physical and mental well-being of all involved, not least players and match officials. As such 
it goes without saying that in order for players to play competitive matches we need match 
officials to take charge of them. Referees are an integral part of the game and as our 
current social media campaign highlights – No Ref No Game. Respect The Referee 

All at the FAI are well aware of the current issues around the abuse of referees, other 
match officials and even players and team officials. Unfortunately, this appears to be a 
growing problem in Irish society and across many codes, not just football. 

The recent cancellation of an entire weekend’s programme of underage games in one 
League is the most recent manifestation of this problem and highlights the concerns of all 
involved with Grassroots football and our united desire to combat this issue at all levels of 
the game before it threatens mass participation in our very game. 

This issue is now coming to a head but it is not a new one. As recently as 2018, football’s 
world governing body ‘FIFA’ warned all ‘National Associations’ including players, coaches 
and spectators that the current trend of abuse towards referees would result in a global 
shortage of match officials (Swanson, 2018). 

Ireland has not escaped this scourge but we are taking steps. Since 2019 there have 34 
cases of abuse of match officials brought before the Disciplinary Control Unit of the 
Football Association of Ireland. As you will see in documentation forwarded to you 22 of 



 

 

those cases resulted in long term suspensions for those found guilty of abuse, ranging from 
12 months to 24 months. 

We cannot and will not tolerate the abuse of any match official. The onus to respect the 
referee in the first instance falls on the player then the coaches, the club and supporters. 
We are involved in education programmes to best inform all involved of their obligations 
to respect referees and we have also engaged in a social media campaign featuring 
grassroots officials to highlight this with the hashtag “No Ref, No Game: Respect The 
Referee”. As you will see from the documentation sent to you, this campaign was 
highlighted at the recent Ireland v Portugal international game at the Aviva Stadium when 
the message was captured on live television. 

We are also actively working with existing and new referees to ensure that they feel safe 
when they cross the white line to take charge of matches. Our refereeing numbers fell 
from 1400 to 1200 between 2015 and 2020 but over the last 18 months we have 
successfully launched a recruitment drive. At the start of 2021 we had 1211 registered 
referees and that figure has already grown to 1430 referees today after 581 recruits to the 
online course, 261 of whom are already allocated to Leagues with 281 awaiting Garda 
vetting. 

Unfortunately, retention of referees remains and issue and the escalating abuse of match 
officials does not help in this regard. Anecdotally we lose 66% of new referees within the 
first two years of them completing the referee beginner’s course. Exit interviews inform us 
that ‘referee abuse’ is the main reason for them stopping. This is supported by data from 
the US where a 2019 article states that 80% of new referees stop officiating within two 
years because of the level of verbal abuse (Wright 2019). The situation in the US is 
reported to be so concerning across a number of youth sports that the organisation and of 
sports at this level may fundamentally change (Stump 2018). 

The trend of increasing abuse of match officials (referees) in Europe is similar.  Survey data 
gleaned from research in a number of countries reports verbal abuse experienced by 
Referees is reported to range from 97% in England; 68% in France and 51% in Netherlands. 
Figures reported for physical abuse of referee are England 19%; France 16% and 
Netherland 14.6% (Webb et al, 2021). We currently have no parallel data for verbal abuse 
in Ireland.  

In closing can I assure you that referees want to referee football matches. They love 
football and they want to be directly involved in the game. But they cannot be exposed to 
the sort of abuse we have all read about recently. 



 

 

 

The onus is on all of us here today to work together to improve this situation via education, 
tougher punishment and more engagement with An Garda Siochana and the legal system 
when serious assaults are made on match officials. The Football Association of Ireland will 
gladly support any cross-sport initiative agreed by this Committee to ensure respect for 
match officials in all sports and we look forward to engaging with you today and in the 
future to ensure our referees can continue to make their invaluable contribution to Irish 
sport. 

Thank you for your time 

Gerard Perry 

 

 


