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Update on work to support sport and physical activity services 

 

Purpose of report 

For discussion. 

Summary 

This paper outlines: 

 the interim findings for the ‘Future of public sport and leisure’ research 

 the emergency insourcing guide 

 work on the Moving Communities Platform 

 engagement with the new National Sector Group for Sport and Physical Activity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact officer:  Ian Leete 

Position:   Senior Adviser 

Phone no:   0207 664 3143  

Email:    ian.leete@local.gov.uk 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendations: 

That the Board note the report and provide comments on the draft findings, including 

providing a steer on the ‘Future of public sport and leisure’ recommendations (paragraph 

9). 

Action: 

Officers to incorporate comments 
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The Future of Public Sport and Leisure research 

Background 

1. The future landscape for leisure provision is exceedingly challenging from a financial 

perspective. This has led to significant discussion and scrutiny at senior levels of 

councils, including Chief Executives and leaders. As a result, councils have reflected on 

the reason for providing leisure services, and determined the benefits that accrue to their 

communities from doing so.  

 

2. While this reaffirmation of local government’s commitment to leisure delivery is positive, 

some additional thought leadership is required to help councils understand how delivery 

in the future may look different from delivery pre-pandemic, both as a result of changing 

customer expectations and behaviours, and from a more financially challenging 

environment.  

 

3. This research commission was launched at our Reimagining the future of public leisure 

conference on 21 January 2021 and aims to provide some of this thought leadership.  

 

4. Working with CLOA and APSE, we have provided a grant to provide a rounded 

assessment of the current challenges facing local authorities because of the COVID-19 

pandemic and assess how this may fundamentally affect the future shape of sport and 

leisure services.  

 

5. The research piece and subsequent report will provide essential intelligence that can 

help inform and positively influence the future direction of sport and leisure services as 

part of the wider physical activity system and its’ contribution to placemaking.   

 

6. Survey responses were received from over 250 councils and providers, and the results 

informed a series of roundtable discussions with key stakeholders from Swim England, 

Active Partnerships, Sport England, District Councils Network, Leisure Providers and 

included representatives from the CTS Board. The only group we have found it difficult to 

engage with formally are Directors of Public Health (DsPH) given the current situation 

but we plan to take informal soundings from DsPH and would welcome any 

recommendations from the Board.  

 

7. The headline findings presented here are grouped together around common themes and 

issues that came through from the research. They provide an assessment of the current 

challenges and positioning of the sector going forward and are designed to be 

progressive to help move the sector forwards: 

7.1 Councils play a central leadership role in driving up levels of physical activity 

7.2 Public sport and leisure services can (and want to) play a crucial role in supporting 

COVID recovery 

http://www.local.gov.uk/
mailto:info@local.gov.uk
https://www.local.gov.uk/reimagining-future-public-leisure-services-thursday-21-january-2021
https://www.local.gov.uk/reimagining-future-public-leisure-services-thursday-21-january-2021
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7.3 A significant number of public sport and leisure services are under immediate risk of 

operational failure and face critical long-term damage without support 

7.4 Public sport and leisure services are unique, providing lifelong opportunities to be 

active, filling a market gap that the private sector is unable to provide 

7.5 Community sport and physical activity development is essential in expanding the 

reach of services and helping to address health inequalities 

7.6 Partnerships and genuine collaboration are essential in the delivery of progressive 

and integrated services and therefore should be the central consideration in procuring 

services 

7.7 Public sport and leisure services generate social value. There needs to be a powerful 

voice for public sport and leisure 

7.8 Active communities are good for the environment, both through the provision of 

green spaces and active travel approaches, and work on climate change will need to 

acknowledge their contribution, as well as the sector taking action to mitigate its own 

emissions. 

 

8. These are supported by the following draft recommendations:  

8.1. Better strategic alignment will deliver better community and population health 

outcomes. Public sport and leisure services can have a powerful role in helping 

people and places recover from COVID and must therefore work to better connect to 

their stakeholders locally. Strong collaborative leadership coupled with an appetite 

for change will yield even better place-based outcomes and at scale. At a national 

level early conversations with Government and the new Office for Health Promotion 

will be needed in order to ensure these services are in their thinking and plans. 

8.2. Short term support is needed. Planning for the long term is essential, considering 

the strategic significance and role of these services moving forward. However, the 

sector will need support as it moves out of lockdowns and central government is 

urged to recognise the potentially perilous state of the sector and what might be lost 

or potentially damaged for the long term. The cost implications of parts of the sector 

failing is concerning, underlining the need for a fuller understanding of the role of the 

sector in supporting health and sporting outcomes especially. Now that local 

elections have concluded there is a need for stakeholders to come together and 

provide a detailed assessment of the current position of the sector. 

8.3. Create a platform for progressive engagement and debate. There needs to be a 

positive and constructive conversation about the role of the sector. In some places it 

has started locally, but not at scale nationally. A strong collective voice for public 

sport and leisure is needed, most probably as a consortium of stakeholders. There is 

a need to engage with government to discuss further how the sector can support 

recovery and provide value for money services and high yielding social value 

outcomes. It could also provide an environment within which to co-produce a 

national strategic plan and possibly reframe or refocus services to further reflect 

their unique role and purpose. This plan could sit across the 300 plus individual 

councils recognising their role as custodians of vital community assets and services 

http://www.local.gov.uk/
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but also providing the impetus and power to accelerate change and bring together 

local and national stakeholders for everyone’s benefit. 

8.4. Seek £1 billion 10-year capital investment to meet climate change targets. A 

proposal for central and local government to work together to co-produce a game 

changing programme of investment in the replacement or upgrade of older, carbon 

consuming public sport and leisure buildings. This would be part of an overall 

change programme, supporting COVID recovery (health, jobs, local economy, 

protecting essential community assets) and to deliver a significant contribution to 

climate change targets.  

8.5. Develop a single voice and engagement plan across sector stakeholders – the 

National Sector Group, discussed later, is an early attempt to bring together key 

partners. This is in addition to sub-sets of the sector meeting, such as the Local 

Government Physical Activity Partnership, which brings together APSE, CLOA, the 

LGA, UK Active, CLUK and Sport England.  

8.6. Develop the evidence base on social value and impact, making greater use of 

the Moving Communities platform.  

 

9. Members are invited to provide comments on whether the headline findings resonate 

with their council’s views, and if the recommendations are suitably ambitious, while also 

being realistic.  

 

10. The Future of public leisure report is currently being drafted and is due for completion in 

June, and a parliamentary launch event is being developed for mid-July.  

 

Emergency insourcing guide 

11. This guide follows on from the guidance note ‘Options for councils in supporting leisure 

providers through COVID-19’ (April 2020), produced by the local government association 

(LGA) in partnership with Community Leisure UK (CLUK) and UKactive. This set out the 

impact of COVID-19 on leisure providers and the options available to councils to support 

their leisure operator through the crisis. It is being developed in response to ongoing 

concerns about the financial stability of providers, and aims to protect assets and 

services for the community in a worst case scenario of provider failure.  

 

12. This guide is not intended to instruct or encourage councils to bring leisure services back 

in-house. It has been written to help councils in an emergency position mobilise their 

leisure service. It provides appropriate tools and considerations to support the internal 

resource that should be committed to the process. This will assist the continuity of 

service for the community and ease the transfer from the existing provider to the council, 

either as an interim measure or on a longer-term basis.   

 

13. Wherever feasible to do so, councils are encouraged to work with and retain the 

incumbent service provider, either through an open book approach, cost plus 

http://www.local.gov.uk/
mailto:info@local.gov.uk
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/options-councils-supporting-leisure-providers-through-covid-19
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/options-councils-supporting-leisure-providers-through-covid-19
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arrangements. While financially supporting them through this crisis period, councils may 

be able to recoup the additional costs over the remainder of the contractual term. While 

the industry has been severely impacted by the pandemic, there continues to be signs of 

recovery that will positively impact on a leisure service over the longer term, if the 

operator is able to sustain its business until then. 

 

14. This guide aims to highlight the key considerations for the emergency termination of 

leisure management contracts. However, given the complexities of each contract and 

individual circumstances of a particular council that will determine an insourcing 

arrangement, the guide should be considered as an information source rather than a 

comprehensive plan of action.  

 

15. The LGA encourages councils to consider (as part of the process) the longer-term 

objectives of the transfer, be it to retain the service in-house as an interim measure until 

the industry has recovered, or for a longer-term. Sport England provides support 

materials for defining strategic outcomes. This approach will ensure that decisions are 

made appropriate to the outcomes and ensure the strategic objectives of the service 

continue to be met, with the insourcing process forming part of the council’s longer-term 

journey and vision. 

 

16. The guide has been developed with the support of councils, and with comments from key 

partners such as CLUK, UK Active and Sport England. It includes a small number of 

illustrative case studies. The guide will have a soft launch on the LGA website w/c 7 

June 2021, and be promoted through LGA bulletins and our training events with Sport 

England.  

Moving Communities platform 

17. The Moving Communities platform has been established as the monitoring and 

evaluation tool for the National Leisure Recovery Fund, but offers councils a significant 

improvement in data collection and analytical capacity. In particular, it calculates a social 

value and impact based on national research, and applied to the number of visits to local 

facilities. 

  

18. LGA officers have been working closely with Sport England to shape and effectively 

communicate the value of the tool, and to strengthen its abilities. For instance, the tool 

now uses a data feed from the LGA’s LG Inform tool, allowing councils to compare their 

results with a comparable council, rather than immediate neighbours.  

 

19. Councils should have received their first reports from www.movingcommunities.org, the 

monitoring and evaluation platform for the National Leisure Recovery Fund. This 

provides councils with a clear understanding of who is returning to leisure centres 

first, what the return means to those users, and calculates the social value of the visit. 

http://www.local.gov.uk/
mailto:info@local.gov.uk
http://direct.sportengland.org/funding/strategic-facilities/strategic-outcomes-planning-guidance/
https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/709lCP1JWI033rzT1WXt6K
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National reports are also being pulled together and shared on Twitter 

@movingcommunit1 and LinkedIn @MovingCommunities.  

 

20. These aggregated reports represent a step change in the information available to help us 

make the case for further financial investment to Government, and are being shared with 

DCMS and MHCLG. The platform is free to use and automatically imports data 

from your leisure management software.  

National Sector Group for Sport and Physical Activity 

21. The LGA has joined a group of partners, led by the Sport and Recreation Alliance, to 

develop a core offer from the sector to Government, and to develop a compact with 

Government on what can be delivered with the right investment. The aim is to strengthen 

collective reach into and across Government by speaking with one voice and maximising 

the impact of our respective contacts with different parts of Government. 

 

22. In addition to the LGA and Sports and Recreation Alliance, membership includes: Active 

Partnerships; Ukactive; Sport England; Youth Sport Trust; Sport Development Coalition; 

and CIMSPA.  

 

23. The group next meets on 11 June and will explore in detail the categories within the draft 

Compact. Once the Compact nears agreement, we will share the draft with lead 

members or the Board, depending on timing, for clearance. 

Implications for Wales 

24. The National Leisure Recovery Fund is an England-only fund, as is the Moving 

Communities Platform. The principles of the insourcing document and the future of public 

leisure research will also be relevant to Welsh authorities and will be shared with them.  

Implications for inclusion, diversity and equality 

 

25. The Future of Public leisure consultation work included specific questions about 

inequality, diversity and improving accessibility of services.  

 

26. The Moving Communities platform collects demographic data about use, providing 

significantly greater insight into who is using leisure centres.  

Financial Implications 

 

27. Future of public leisure - The research has been funded from the CTS policy budget 

through APSE as the lead partner. The work is on track and within budget. 

 

http://www.local.gov.uk/
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28. Emergency insourcing guide – This was funded by the CTS policy budget. The 

consultants were appointed after an open competition, and are on track to deliver the 

guide on time and to budget.  

Next steps 

 

29. The Future of public leisure report is currently being drafted and is due for completion in 

June, and a parliamentary launch event is being developed for mid-July.  

 

30. The emergency insourcing guide will be published w/c 7 June.  
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