
 

 

Niamh Smyth T.D. 
Chairperson 
Joint Committee on Tourism, Culture, Arts, Sport and Media 
Leinster House 
Dublin 2 
D02 XR20 
 
Ref: JCM-I-693 
 
4th March 2022 
 
Dear Ms Smyth, 
 
I would like to thank you for the invitation to Student Sport Ireland (SSI) to make a written 
submission on the elimination of abuse directed towards referees, officials, and players in 
sport.  
 
With 29 affiliated higher education institutions (HEIs) representing approximately 237,000 
full-time students SSI is recognised by Sport Ireland and Sport Northern Ireland as the 
representative body for the higher education (HE) sports sector on the island. The 
organisation is governed by a board, employs two staff, with offices located at Sport HQ at 
the Sport Ireland Campus in Abbotstown.  
 
Please find attached our brief submission. Although the submission confirms that there have 
been few reported instances of abuse directed at referees, officials and players in SSI 
coordinated and non-SSI coordinated competitions it is our view that abusive behaviour is 
significantly underreported across the sector. 
 
The submission sets out the policies and procedures the sector has in place to facilitate the 
reporting of abusive behaviour and the actions the organisation will take to strengthen its 
reporting systems. The submission concludes by setting out, funding permitting, the 
potential opportunities to increase awareness and deliver educational initiatives to HEI staff 
and students, and to undertake a coordinated study to determine the prevalence or instance 
of abusive behaviour directed at referees, officials and players across the HE sports sector. 
 
I and my colleagues wish you and the Joint Committee every success in your work on this 
important matter and we are available to meet with you and the committee at your 
convenience to further discuss our submission. 
 
Your sincerely, 

 



 

 

Matthew Dossett 
President 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Student Sport Ireland Submission to the Joint Committee on Tourism, Culture, Arts, Sport 
and Media on the Elimination of Any and All Abuse Directed Toward Referees, Officials 
and Players in Sport. 

4th March 2022 
 
1. With 29 affiliated higher education institutions (HEIs) representing approximately 

237,000, Student Sport Ireland (SSI) is recognised by Sport Ireland and Sport Northern 
Ireland as the representative body for the higher education (HE) sports sector on the 
island. The organisation is governed by a board, employs two staff, with offices located 
at Sport HQ at the Sport Ireland Campus in Abbotstown.  

 
2. SSI coordinates competitions across 7 sports with approximately 130 teams and 1,800 

participants; however, most HE competitions are coordinated and governed directly by 
national governing bodies of sport (NGBs), NGB organising committees, or by 
independent student organising body.   

 
3. While no instances of abuse of referees, officials and players participating in SSI 

competitions have been reported to this organisation, as the recognised representative 
body for the sector, SSI has been made aware of a small number of instances where in 
non SSI organised competitions officials were verbally abused and one instance where a 
player was allegedly racially abused. The alleged racial abuse of the player was 
investigated by the competition’s governing body which found that the charge was 
unproven due to lack of evidence.  

 
4. While the number of cases reported to NGBs and other HE competitions coordinating 

bodies may be greater than SSI is made aware of, it is our view that there is very 
significant underreporting of abuse directed at referees, officials, and players in HE 
competitions, including SSI competitions. This underreporting could be due to a feeling 
of concern or isolation for anyone who reports an issue and which could be addressed 
by the sector increasing its efforts to create safe environments for reporting of activity 
to take place, and strengthening its cultural and education initiatives to try and prevent 
the behaviour arising in the first instance.  

 
5. SSI’s values are that of being inclusive, respectful, transparent and at all times equal, fair 

and just in the treatment of others.  As the sector’s representative body SSI is 
committed to working with our affiliated HEIs and partnership NGBs to review the 
current reporting mechanism to ensure our processes allow our students, officials, and 
referees to report instances of abuse safe in the knowledge that their case will be fairly 
and justly heard in line with our values.  

 
6. SSI does have a Speak UP policy and a complaints policy; these policies and procedures 

are published on the SSI web site and have over the years been brought to the attention 
of both affiliated HEI students and members. Individual affiliated colleges also have 
developed policies and procedures set out in the college Student Handbook and in some 
instances sport specific rules and Code of Ethics. In addition, affiliated HEIs undertake 
campus wide equality, diversity and inclusion campaigns and initiatives.  



 

 

 
7. The current SSI strategic plan commits the organisation to review HE competition 

structures and to build a new competition framework. Under the Leadership strategic 
pillar we also commit to providing learning, development, information, and knowledge 
sharing opportunities to affiliated colleges and their students and staff. As an example 
SSI last month partnered with Sporting Pride to organise an informative information 
sharing workshop on making HE sport a safe and welcoming sector for the LGBTQ+ 
community. In the coming months we hope to develop a leadership and volunteering 
training programme for student sport club committee members and which will be an 
opportunity to highlight and address the instances of abusive behaviour with our 
student leaders.  

 
8. With two staff and turnover of approximately €150,000 SSI has limited resources. 

However, as noted above with 29 affiliated HEIs and approximately 237,000 full-time 
students, our reach is significant. With the benefit of dedicated resources the 
opportunity exists for SSI to play a leading role in highlighting and addressing the 
continued abuse of referees, officials, and players within our sector and in partnership 
with our affiliated HEIs and NGBs to develop and deliver awareness raising and 
educational initiatives.   

 
9. SSI has significant experience in coordinating research to investigate sport and physical 

activity participation, preferences, and provision in the sector across the island. With 
significant access to academic colleagues and expert researchers there is, resources 
permitting, an opportunity to undertake a coordinated study of the levels of abusive 
directed towards referees, officials and players participating within HE competitions.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


