
During a week in September,I travelled around

the Emerald Isle meeting a variety of

professionals and volunteers in the Industry.

The primary objective for me was to try to

understand the different markets in the Republic

and Northern Ireland.Secondly, I wanted to develop

relationships with key people who would become

advocates of the ISRM and help us drive standards

and professionalism within the industry.

Overview
I was aware that politics, loyalties and faiths were

going to be much more of a factor than in mainland

UK areas.These unavoidably affect decision-making,

programming and even interpretation of legislation.

The challenge will be for sport to remove these

barriers – to bring communities closer together, for

the good of everyone.

I have already seen examples of where this has

happened. A number of sports, including

swimming, rugby, boxing and cricket, have ‘All

Ireland Teams’ that are drawn from all areas and

faiths. In Belfast, the now derelict ‘Maze’prison is set

to become a new ‘Sporting Arena’.This is particularly

significant, because it has been suggested that the

stadium would be home to soccer, rugby and gaelic

sports such as gaelic football and hurling.

Gaelic sports are almost exclusively played by the

Catholic communities and very rarely in the same

stadiums as soccer, for example. So it’s clear this

would be a major stepping stone in the battle against

‘sectarianism’.

Stevie Conn,a duty manager at the Bangor Castle

Leisure Centre, was very proud of the fact that his

own sport,martial arts,knew no barriers; both faiths

were equally represented, and there was a mutual

respect for all opponents regardless of background.

The ‘Power of Sport’
It is only human nature to compare the leisure

markets in the Republic and Northern Ireland with

those in England,Wales and Scotland. It’s clear that

all sides have recognised the ‘Power of Sport’ in

bringing people together and helping to take

violence off the streets; as a result a significant

amount of money has been invested in facilities,

especially in the more troubled areas.Thanks to the

status of sport and recreation,relative salaries appear

to be higher than in mainland UK with a higher

percentage of sports management graduates moving

into the industry – and staying there.

Sharing ideas and recognition of good
practice
During my visits I asked each manager to tell me

about something they were really proud of – or

something they thought represented originality or

ingenuity. The response was impressive. Some of

these ideas and systems are listed right.
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Driving up standards

Conclusion: During my visit it became obvious that the ISRM is held in high regard in these
regions, although awareness is quite low. There is an enthusiasm among all that I met to embrace
any ISRM activity. Ultimately, the ISRM would like to have a branch and an active training culture
in both the Republic and Northern Ireland. I believe this will be possible by developing trainers
and training across the whole region; the ISRM is committed to doing this.

Sport can bring
communities together 
in the Irish Republic and
Northern lreland, argues
Ian Wakefield

National Aquatic Centre (NAC)
Dublin
This is the most impressive ‘wet’ facility I have

seen. Costing 62 million euros in 2003, it houses

an impressive 50m Olympic Pool, next to an

extensive leisure pool.

Centre manager Céline Bowyer was especially

proud of their recent ‘O2 Ability Award’,

presented in recognition of staff’s attitude

towards – and awareness of – disabled users.

Initiatives that helped secure this award

included:
● a particularly well-designed centre achieved by

architects working closely with disabled groups;
● a dedicated safety leaflet for the centre; this

includes a policy of any users with ‘disabilities’

wearing a blue armband. Supervisors are

informed of the nature of the person’s disability

or condition and inform other staff; special

consideration is then given to these individuals;
● staff receive DDA (Disability Discrimination

Act) training twice a year;
● the centre employs three members of staff

with disabilities. 

The NAC has a very impressive swimming

academy sponsored by Coca-Cola, with more

than 1,200 participants.

Among the promotional programmes used

are a successful ‘texting’ system, which

Top set-up… the National Aquatic Centre has a 50 metre pool and a range of other facilities.
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members (currently 3,500) sign up to. They can

choose the areas they would like to be kept

informed about, such as swimming lessons or

special promotions. 

For details on the texting service, or anything

else at NAC, contact cbowyer@nac.ie

Meanwhile, Céline has agreed to support any

ISRM courses run at the centre, such as:
● ISRM Pool Plant Operators (both the course and

‘train the trainer’ course);
● ISRM Supervisory Management Certificate and

Sport and Recreation Operators Certificate (and

Train the trainer);
● ISRM special events management.

If you are interested, please email

i.wakefield@isrm.co.uk.

Queens Leisure Centre
Holywood, Belfast
This is a ‘dry’ centre, situated in the affluent

suburbs of Belfast. It includes a Citizens Advice

bureau, which, as centre manager John Nolan

explained, is one of the most positive aspects of

the centre. It helps to bring in people who

wouldn’t normally use the centre, giving a real

‘community’ feel.

Community services are also housed in the

centre, working very closely with John and his

team in maximising usage from minority groups

such as young mums and over 55s. John also

shares some of his staff with community services;

again, this seems to work very well.

Meanwhile Sports Development also supports

the site, specifically during children’s holidays

when it hires the facilities and runs activity

sessions. 

One of the most impressive facilities is the

function room. I asked John if it was used by

theatre and drama groups, but he said they had

all gone elsewhere when faced with the £15/hr

charge. John overcame this problem by having a

chat with the local council’s arts officer, who

agreed to help fund these groups. So far this year,

they have helped fund eight events.

For details, contact

John.Nolan@northdown.gov.uk.

Bangor Castle Leisure Centre
Belfast
This is currently undergoing something of a

makeover, with the old café being converted into

a new gym, which has required significant

investment. The centre currently has 1,100

members, but is hoping for a significant increase

following the opening of the new facilities, which

was due to take place late last month.

Stevie Conn, duty officer, told me the centre

seemed to be undergoing a revival on its three

squash courts, which are bursting at the seams

with bookings.

For details, contact

paula.hooker@northdown.gov.uk.

Institute of Technology
Sligo
Sligo is a quiet town on the west coast, with a

surprisingly large technical college. I was pleased

to see a very comprehensive programme of

sports-related degrees and diplomas, many of

which have been running since about 1994. They

turn out about 50- 70 graduates a year.

Interestingly, the courses seemed to be 50 per

cent business and 50 per cent sport/recreation,

with an element of sports management bolted on

rather than the other way round. Paula Roddy, a

lecturer at the college, explained to me that this

was to enable students to have a wider choice of

career following their course.

During this meeting, I also had the pleasure of

meeting Martin McDevit, a local centre

(Waterworld) assistant manager, Roddy Gaynor,

programme chair and lecturer on the recreation

and leisure course, Jack Britton, director of

Lifeguards Ireland, and Shirley McKenna, lecturer

on the recreation and leisure course. They were all

extremely positive about the ISRM and keen to

offer their students a route into ISRM

qualifications. There was also an expression of

interest in attending pool plant trainer courses in

Ireland.

For details on initiatives at Sligo College contact

lifesavingandlifeguardtraining@hotmail.com

Fitness Dock
Dublin
Manager Teifion Williams, who has been an ISRM

member since 1986, has moved with his wife to

Dublin from Wales. Property prices in Ireland are

surprisingly high, with prices at a city centre location

like the Fitness Dock comparable to Central London.

This seems to be putting off many mainland UK

operators; those that do come tend to have a hard

time balancing the books because of the high costs.

There has also been an increase recently of hotels

opening leisure clubs at the higher end of the market.

More than 90 per cent of Teifion’s 3,000 members

are aged under 35. The young people are very

transient, resulting in a very high throughput of

members and staff, which is always challenging.

The club had put in place a retention plan, and had

a number of staff focused on its implementation.

Among the successes Teifion told me about was

taking on an ex-Google employee who had been

tasked with ensuring the club’s website always came

high up in web searches for clubs in the area. Like the

NAC, the club was successfully using texting software

to follow up sales leads. 

For details, contact Teifion Williams on

teifion@thefitnessdock.ie 

Pooltech and College of Further
Education
Dublin 
John McCkenna and John Farrell wear many hats,

representing ASA teachers, RLSS trainer assessors,

pool contractors and further education. John Farrell is

already running ISRM SMC and SROC courses at his

college. John commented that it would help if ISRM

qualifications were approved by FETAC, which is

Ireland’s equivalent to BTEC; we are investigating this.

Both Johns were keen for ISRM to have more of a

presence in Ireland, and felt the way forward was to

make Ireland self-sufficient with its own trainers,

developed from a basic PPO level. 

For details, contact johnfarrell.ias@tinet.ie
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in the Emerald Isle

Ian Wakefield, the ISRM’s
business development
manager, is touring the
Institute’s regions to raise
awareness and promote the
resources available to

members. For more information – or if you
would like him to visit you during his tour –
email i.wakefield@isrm.co.uk

‘The challenge will be for
sport to remove these 
barriers – to bring
communities closer together,
for the good of everyone’
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