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2020 IN
REVIEW
I'm writing this from my home in London with the
sounds of Chelsea Football fans walking to
Stamford Bridge for their latest Champions
League fixture.  Instead of the usual forty
thousand capacity crowd only a couple of
thousand hardened fans pass by my window. What
a year to be a sports fan!

The last few months have provided time for
reflection on almost every aspect of our lives but,
as 2020 draws to a close, my mind drifts to how
the sport and physical activity sector has been
affected this year.  

Few of us would begrudge those passionate
Football fans the opportunity to reconnect with
‘their’ team.  Yet, knowing how many of my
colleagues and friends based across the UK are
still not allowed to meet with friends, family (or in
some areas engage in indoor sport) I can’t but
help feel bemused by the current state of affairs.

In the very early weeks of this year’s
extraordinary events it became evident just how
greatly we Brits value physical activity and sport.  

A marked uptake in cycling, running and hiking
over the summer months was not only a welcome
relief from lockdown restrictions, it was a
reminder just how integral ‘movement’ is in our
lives.



Physical activity gained even more momentum
following Boris Johnson’s commitment to ‘getting fit’
as part of his own recovery from the Covid virus. 
 Indeed, even the Chief Medical Officer took the
opportunity to remind us "there is no situation, no
age, no condition, where exercise is not a good thing”.  

The opportunity for the nation to turn a year of
challenge and hardship into a golden time where
sport, physical activity and exercise became central to
the nation’s recovery strategy emerged.  Indeed, a
£250million ‘Active Travel Fund’  was established in
May to deliver pop up cycle lanes, wider pavements,
reduce road traffic and provided a clear indication of
a commitment from Government.

Over the Autumn period the focus shifted to ‘gyms’ as
widescale media coverage exposed the “disastrous”
impact of their closure on both business and
individual health.  (This struck me as a strange
decision from Government given how we all know
that exercise strengthens immune systems and is
good for us mentally, but with very little evidence the
virus transmitted in gym environments). 

Indeed, given that professional sport returned in the
summer, 2020 appears to be the year where the
disconnect between “sport” and “physical activity”
seems to have unnecessarily widened.

Time to rethink

2021 provides a prime opportunity for policy makers
and the sector itself to reflect on how to prioritise,
and connect, sport and physical activity.  

It is time for a ‘whole system’ rethink.



Government needs to seize the moment by first
understanding our sector and getting to grips with
how and why we humans engage in regular physical
activity.  Practically, this involves recognising that the
solution extends beyond gyms, leisure centres and
bike lanes (which, statistically, are used
disproportionately more by able bodied, middle class
white men than anyone else).  

Instead, a deeper commitment to embedding
wellbeing across culture and society is needed to
create a transformational change.

Those of us working in the sector already know and
understand this, yet we continue to work in silos
without any real collaboration or change in practice. 
 This isn’t to disregard the super work which is
achieved up and down the country by organisations
such as Sport Works, it is my own reflection from
years of observing the sector operate as distinct
entities, not as a collective movement.  Put simply:
private, public and voluntary providers rarely play
ball together.

The pandemic has profoundly affected the sector
with many organisations and services now under
threat.  However, as many have said before me, the
pandemic has not caused these problems per se, but
merely exposed frailties of a system which is both
dated and fragmented.  My hope for next year is that
Government and the numerous divisions which make
up the physical activity sector come together, work
collaboratively and establish a system change which
ensures both sport and physical activity are
embedded in the national recovery of our health.
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