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Introduction:

The work on this report (released October 2009) commenced in August 2008 when the Australian Government announced the membership and terms of reference for a independent sport panel to investigate reforms required to ensure the Australian sporting system remains prepared for future challenges at both the community and elite levels.

There was extensive consultation:

· 213 submissions were received from key stakeholders; with a  total of  650  from the wider community
· 77 meetings were conducted across Australia, 

· and there were 13 public forums to seek feedback on community sporting issues. 

 The panel of six (only two women), chaired by David Crawford, also sought demographic information and commercial sport information from consulting groups.
In December the Australian Sports Commission conducted two major workshop meetings to gather responses from elite and community sport stakeholders. The information from these meetings was used to assist in their response to the Federal Minister of Sport, Kate Ellis.  She has also written to stakeholders asking them to give her feedback.  It is anticipated that the Government’s response to the “Crawford Report” will be known in a month or two – and hopefully before the next budget preparations commence in March, or otherwise the sport budget will not reflect the new directions.
Many in the sports industry have been concerned that challenges have been emerging for Australian elite sport over a number of years and that they need be addressed, to ensure Australia’s continued success on the international stage. As a nation it is also clear that the opportunity for community based grassroots sport and recreation activity, to be placed at the centre of preventative health efforts, and aimed at tackling serious health issues such as obesity and diabetes, had not been realized.  
AWRA can see the positives with sport and physical activity being allied with health as long as the preventative health measure is supported and funded as much as the government’s  treatment of chronic disease.  Some are not so sure that sport sits well with the health agenda and health professionals are skeptical that sport can claim all the health benefits it does.  Maybe the values of sport need further enunciation and again where is the evidence based Australian research on this? The Crawford Report misses out here. 

The report is presented in eight chapters, each addressing one of the fundamental issues and provides priorities in the form of 39 ‘must do initiatives’ or recommendations. 
Issue 1: Defining our National Sports Vision

The report calls for a national sport policy or vision with an agreed definition of success so that there is a national policy framework with objectives for government funding and evaluation. This needs to be established on evidence based data.  AWRA is very pleased with this recommendation as it asked for a national sports plan in its written submission.
However, AWRA has commented that the report lacks investigation into what other countries are doing and that the lack of international comparison and analysis is disappointing, particularly in regard to the UK equality sports policy.  It is also disappointing in its consideration of the role of sport in schools vs. in the community.
The report is questioning of the role of elite sport, the funding for Olympic and non-Olympic sports and questions what is really important to Australians when it comes to sport?  Quoting the price of an Olympic gold medal at around $15m, the report questions whether this is providing value for money to Australia. Continuing on the theme of success, the report suggests there will be a benefit in defining elite sporting success in the context of prioritising those sports which capture the country’s imagination and represents its spirit and culture. Priority sports could be linked to national pride and psyche, or there could be an emphasis on team sports and not just individual success. Focus may also be on sports with a lifelong participation potential and not just focused on a small group of elite participants. 

This part of the report produced the initial media headlines.  The Australian Olympic Committee (AOC) blastered the report as “un-Australian” and derogatory to past Olympic champions.  If Australia is to remain in the top 5 medal winners at Olympic Games then the AOC requires more funding, about $100,000m and not less.  It did not support more funding to community sport.
There is some concern here that funding of more so-called popular sports will lead to increased financial support for cricket and football codes (Australian Rules Football, soccer, rugby league, rugby union) – mostly male sports that have strong national leagues, good television and media coverage and many sponsors.  Where does this leave women’s sport and amateur sports?  Why should the government fund “popular” professional male sports that are well catered for now?   
AWRA would like to see a range of sports thriving and a balance between supporting male and female participation. AWRA agrees with greater focus on grass roots participation and would like to see more funding to the grassroots and participation areas and more focus on the entire sporting pathway – from grass roots through to elite. 

Issue 2: Reforming the Australian Sports Commission to Lead the Sports System

Reform is needed in both the sports system and the Australian Sports Commission (ASC) to be able to provide the role of managing the changing sporting environment. The report reads; “the current Australian sports system is very complex, inefficient and cumbersome”. With so many levels of government and so many players involved in the sports system, the focus of the ‘new’ ASC must be one of facilitation and cooperation with others. Also possible conflicts of interest will be separated from the ASC, including the Active After School Communities initiative and the Australian Institute of Sport. The leadership of the ASC and National Sporting Organisations (NSO’s) needs to be more focused on the skills needed to meet the new objectives.

The ASC has been more consultative and collaborative with stakeholders in the past year, so some of this change has commenced.  The Active After School program does need further evaluation but there is concern that outside providers to the ASC may not continue to provide the quality of the program.

Issue 3: Merging our Institutes of Sport

The report identifies that the Australian Institute of Sport (AIS) has become a competitor to the state and territory institutes and academies (SIS /SAS) and the issue of competition and lack of co-operation is affecting the system and outcomes that everyone is supposed to be working for.

The recommendation is for a single organization to run all the present institutes and academies, managed by the Australian Government, and the report states that no more net funding is needed.

While this recommendation makes a lot of sense it will be very difficult to implement. It will require all the states and territories to give control to the Australian Government and to go through a major restructuring of elite sport, so it is likely to take much time and more money initially.  Further, there is a lot of state vs. federal politics in this one.

Issue 4: Building Capacity of Our National Sporting Organisations

Recognising that the 90 plus NSO’s vary in size and capacity, the general view seems to be that there is duplication between NSO’s and State Sporting Associations (SSA’s) and that the NSO’s should take a more strategic ownership role of programs at both the elite and grass roots participation levels. 

However, for this to happen the NSO’s will require more resourcing than present and a willingness to work “down” at the grass roots level. Interestingly, the role of high performance is discussed with emphasis on the NSO’s to purchase their elite programs from others, including the new AIS, universities and other providers.
Feedback from NSO’s has indicated a strong feeling of disappointment  that the Crawford report seemed to create a division amongst participation and high performance in sport.  Specifically this was most represented by an assumption in the report that funding was separate for participation and for high performance, rather than funding being seen to go across sport.

Issue 5: Putting Sport & Physical Activity Back into Education

“After years of decline, it is time to once again make sport and physical education a priority in our education system. Teachers need better training and schools need better facilities” states the report. The issue of making sport a higher priority and a stand alone key learning area is recommended. Encouraging Government funding and upgrades to school facilities will make a difference and encourage better local programming. The opportunity for local government, NSO’s and SSA’s to utilise these facilities outside school hours is explored.

The dialogue in this part of the report and in other places has been challenged because the language changes between sport, health, physical education and physical activity, as if they are all mean the same thing.  Sport will never be a key learning area in the national curriculum but physical education and health education are curriculum areas.

The ASC workshops noted  that for community groups to use school facilities outside school hours then the facilities need to be constructed to suit both school and community use. In some places this has not happened and under the current Federal Government economic impetus funding for schools many of the new facilities are still only suitable for small school classes.

Issue 6: Building Community Sport with People and Places

The first two paragraphs of this section considers what everyone in grass roots sport and local government already knows.  “The infrastructure of community sport, made up of both people and facilities, is under threat. The supply of volunteers, often the backbone of any club or association is under pressure. There is no coherent approach to building community sports and the physical facilities they require. If participation levels are to grow, or even be sustained, policy makers and sports administrators must find new ways to encourage and support volunteerism. Governments at all levels will have to increase their investment in community facilities if grass roots sport is to flourish. “
A national facilities initiative to fund community sports and recreational needs is recommended together with $250m per annum for four years to begin this implementation. A focus on the drought proofing of facilities is recommended.

This is a much needed recommendation as it gives the third level of funding for sport facility infrastructure.  To construct anything beyond a small local facility you need the three tiers of funding: local government, state government and federal government and this third level has been missing.  It would be delightful if some female orientated sports facilities were initiated, to match the many male professional sports facilities and redevelopments funded by governments in recent years.

Issue 7: Ensuring Australia’s Sports System is Open to All

Within the context of lifestyle changes and cultural diversity, administrators and policy makers need to be aware of why some people choose an active lifestyle and why some do not. The report considers that the sports system needs to be inclusive of all of these demographic and community changes, to ensure that all Australians are encouraged to participate.

The report identifies nine areas of focus for the new ASC to understand physical activity determinants and encourage the removal of existing barriers. Examples of low participation demographic segments include: women; ageing population; young people; indigenous communities; time poor; the disadvantaged (low SES and access issues); people with disabilities; migrant communities and homophobia & sexuality discrimination in sport.  It is interesting that although women make up 51% of the Australian population they are listed here as if a minority group.
The first key recommendation from this issue is focused on building strategies for each of the nine areas. The second key recommendation suggests choosing several geographical locations across Australia where many or most of the nine areas can be seen facilitating collaboration between agencies, providers and government to address these issues, using sport and recreation as a vehicle.  Some see this as “pie in the sky” as it would almost impossible to achieve as well as politically impossible.
While there is mention that governance structures should reflect membership and diversity and that this is linked to funding was a positive in the report, for women in sport this section is disappointing.  There is little mention of the 2006 Senate Inquiry into Women’s Sport and Recreation in Australia and no analysis of its recommendations and what needs to be addressed in the future.  Surprise, surprise, it does recognize that women are under represented in leadership roles, as coaches, and administrators.  
It noted that “of 50 NSOs the panel consulted only 15 had a female CEO or Executive Director.  Of the 350 board positions in these organizations, only 25% are held by women…… With roughly the same number of participants in sport, it would be realistic goal to have closer to 50% representation of women in these leadership roles”.
Further, there is no recognition that media coverage of women’s sport in Australia is deplorable, despite the increased quality and success of the performances of women athletes.  
Issue 8: Sustaining the Funding Base for Sport

The commentary in this section is best reflected in the six recommendations provided below:-

8.1. The Australian Government should maintain sport funding at current levels and should consider supplementing this funding on the basis of the agreed targets for high performance and participation outlined in the national sports policy framework. 
8.2. The Australian Government should provide to the new Australian Institutes of Sport (AIsS) at least the existing level of funding allocated to the Australian Institute of Sport by the Australian Sports Commission and the combined allocation of state and territory governments to the state and territory institute and academies of sport.

8.3. The Australian Government should not introduce a HECSstyle contribution scheme for graduates of the existing Australian Institute of Sport, state and territory institutes and academies of sport or the new Australian Institutes of Sport (AIsS), but rather it should introduce a scheme that requires graduates from these institutions to donate time and or expertise to the Australian sport system.

8.4. The Australian Government should not introduce a national sports lottery at this stage, but should negotiate with state and territory governments to provide a share of existing lottery revenue for sport and recreation facilities and programs.

8.5. The Australian Government should review the governance, structural and operational arrangements of the Australian Sports Foundation to raise awareness within community sporting groups of the Foundation’s purpose and benefits.

8.6. That the Australian Sports Commission in conjunction with the Department of Health and Ageing should explore the viability of tax rebates, voucher or another system, designed to reduce the cost of participation and the likely contribution of such schemes to increasing participation levels.
This section discusses the reliance of the sports industry on Government funding yet fails to look at new initiatives to provide funding, comment on the private sector or the use of new technology to improve collaboration and to save on spending.

Conclusion
For many of the past decades, the Australian sports industry has been viewed by the rest of the world with envy, indeed many countries have either copied or ‘borrowed’ Australian coaches to establish and drive their elite programs and/or have copied the AIS model. The challenge that is facing the western world is one of increased sedentary lifestyles, unhealthy consumption and detrimental health outcomes, through being overweight and obese. 
This Independent Sports Panel report recognizes this and recommends for a shift of emphasis to local participation and grass roots involvement.  We need to change now and build that strong base, but we must not forget the sporting pathways that provide access to the elite level, and ongoing support for all athletes to achieve their best, so that Australia remains a sporting country with sport and integral part of the Aussie culture.
There was general support for the review from stakeholders at the ASC workshops, with many indicating their strong support for new directions and a whole of sport national approach.  While not universal, the support indicated by participants demonstrated the broad sentiment across Australian Sport that change is required to ensure the future of the sector.  However, there is also a fair degree of scepticism from senior sports administrators that nothing much will change, as has happened after previous white papers and reviews.  Unless the Minister for Sport and the Rudd Government get right behind this report and resource its recommendations, the sports industry will stay much the same.
AWRA has written to the Federal Minister for Sport indicating its willingness and support for The Crawford Report and its preparedness to work with sports bodies to increase female participation and representation in the sports industry.
This report provides a realistic balance between making a difference at the grass roots and focusing the Government’s commitment to elite sport. It promotes stronger leadership with improved representation from women, a spring clean to the sports system, the removal of duplication and internal competition and the encouragement of collaboration between all levels of sport, government and the public and private sectors.

Let’s hope that the Australian Government makes a commitment to make this happen and does give the funding that is needed to make this happen!

A full copy of the report is available from the Department of Health and Ageing’s Independent Sports Panel website at www.sportpanel.org.au
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