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Background !
The sport and leisure industry as a whole provides over four million jobs and 
contributes approximately £200 billion, over three per cent of GDP, to the UK 
economy, it is estimated. Last year’s Autumn Statement set out a plan for at least 
£10 billion in further efficiency savings by 2017-18 and up to £15-20 billion by 
2019/20, meaning that local authority and sport budgets will continue to come under 
significant pressure in the coming years.  

This Policy in Practice briefing looks at how some local authorities are developing 
new models of delivery to meet demand and generate income, such as East Riding 
and Yorkshire Council's award winning leisure services have generated £8.1 million 
income after investing in aligning its services with health and creating long term 
revenue streams through loyal custom. Wiltshire County Council and Hartlepool 
have also benefited from aligning their services with health. 

Post the 2015 general election, we can expect funding for sport to be tied much 
more closely to outcomes rather than participation rates. 

This briefing is particularly relevant for council leaders, lead members for sport and 
leisure, and senior leaders and also to members and officers with an interest in 
public health and health and wellbeing boards.  

!
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Context !
With less than a hundred days to go until the general election and the economic 
policies of the two main parties likely to have a significant impact on the shape of 
sport and leisure provision in the future, it is timely that we look at the economic 
benefits that sport brings to local communities and the actions local authorities can 
take to generate a return on investment.  

As we have pointed out in previous briefings (see HERE), it is right that local 
authorities re-think how they commission and provide sport and leisure, moving 
away from a ‘sports for sports sake’ model towards smarter commissioning of sport 
to meet local priorities, particularly in the health and social care arena. In this briefing 
we consider that doing so helps local authorities to not only make savings, but also 
to generate income that can be re-invested in sport and leisure.  

We explore four case studies where local authorities have yielded significant 
economic benefits from rethinking their sports models. Firstly, we review the 
economic impacts of the Tour de France in Yorkshire. Obviously, sporting events on 
this scale do not come around every day, but there are lessons to be learnt here 
around how local authorities can plan for and capitalise on events that are likely to 
increase participation. Secondly, we look at East Riding of Yorkshire’s business 
model for leisure services which has seen the local authority generate £8.1 million 
income per annum. Our third case study is Wiltshire County Council’s expansion of 
its leisure services and its ‘Community Campus programme’. Fourthly, Hartlepool, 
which has started to join up its sport and leisure services with health and clinical 
commissioning.  We conclude by commentating on where the main political parties 
stand on sport and what to expect post May 2015.  

 
Economic drivers 
The macro economic impact of sport and leisure is often forgotten. Business in Sport 
and Leisure estimate that the sport and leisure industry as a whole provides over 4 
million jobs and contributes approximately £200 billion, over three per cent of GDP, 
to the UK economy. The Sport and Recreation Alliance’s report Reconomics 
published last year reminds us that sport isn’t just contained to leisure centres, and 
that there is a “vast blue and green gym” for all to access. Outdoor recreation is the 
UK’s favourite pastime with three in four adults in England regularly being active 
outdoors. It drives £21 billion to the visitor economy, with walking tourism alone 
supporting up to 245,500 full-time equivalent jobs. At the same time outdoor 
recreation makes a significant contribution to tackling the £10 billion cost of physical 
inactivity. 
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Sport employment remains a crucial component of the economy and Sport England 
estimates that the overall number of people with sport-related jobs as at 2010 is 
estimated at over 400,000, 2.3% of all employment in England. Volunteering in sport 
also has an impact on the economy with the estimated value of sport-related 
volunteering at £2.7 billion. 

The sheer levels of demand for sport will continue to be an opportunity for local 
authorities exploring income generating models, but there remains a continued threat 
to capital investment in the form of pressure on local authority budgets. Last year’s 
Autumn Statement set out a plan for at least £10 billion in further efficiency savings 
by 2017-18 and up to £15-20 billion by 2019/20, meaning that local authority and 
sport budgets will continue to come under significant pressure in the coming year 
under current coalition government plans.  

The Spending Review 2013 saw the Department for Culture, Media and Sport 
(DCMS) spared to some extent with a below-average real terms budget reduction of 
just 7%. Within that, sport also fared well as funding cuts to grassroots sport were 
restricted to just 5% and funding for elite sport was protected altogether. What that 
means however is that we can expect the Spending Review 2015 to be a more 
difficult one for DCMS and in turn sport, putting further pressures on the financial 
health of local authorities. An analysis conducted by the Association for Public 
Service Excellence (APSE) in 2012 examining the impact of spending cuts on sport 
and recreation services gives an indication of the kind of impacts to come, by 
painting the picture post the 2010 spending review. “The ‘financial health’ of Sport 
and Recreation Services (SRS) was generally weak across two thirds of authorities 
prior to the current economic downturn and is significantly weaker following the 
Comprehensive Spending Review of 2010,” the report said. It also notes that “the 
downsizing and the fragmentation of leisure departments in recent years has meant 
that the strategic coherence for sport and recreation services have been 
undermined.” 

In response, a number of local authorities are looking at new models of delivery to 
meet demand and generate income, while others are exploring deals with central 
government to reduce their dependency on ring-fenced grants in return for greater 
powers to raise income locally.  

!
The economic impact of Le Tour De France’s Grand 
Départ 
With the announcement that the Tour De France’s grand depart would be staged in 
York, the city council rightly sought to position itself to not only deliver the event, but 
also to ensure that the economic benefits were fully realised and retained for the 
region. A report detailing the economic benefits of the event were presented to York 
Council earlier this year. The report highlights that:  
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• Over the weekend alone, Le Tour generated an additional spend of £8.3 

million into the York economy. 
• The city saw an estimated 200,000 spectators line the route on race day to 

see the once in a lifetime event. A further 18.6 million people tuned in around 
the world to see the peloton roll through York’s historic streets. 

• After the weekend 94 per cent of York residents surveyed felt that the event 
had been positive for the local area, while 72 per cent of visitors said their 
image of Yorkshire had been enhanced. In the three month period after the 
event, 44 per cent of non-residents who visited to watch stages 1 or 2 have 
visited Yorkshire again. 

• The community spirit evident in the run up to and during the race saw 
communities in and around York welcome the tour with open arms and come 
together to showcase the city’s assets to the world. Yellow bikes were seen all 
around the city alongside miles of bunting. 

• One of the shining examples of this was the traders of Bishopthorpe Road 
who held the J’Adore Bishy Rue Street Party, and was nationally recognised 
for its efforts in being shortlisted for the Great British High Street award. The 
party saw over 10,000 visit the street on 6 July with the BBC reporting live 
from the community organised event. 

• The Tour de Tang Hall is highlighted by the report as another example of 
community spirit, attended by approximately 400 local families, it created a 
real buzz and demonstrated a real sense of pride in the area among 
residents. The Tour de Tang Hall went on to win the Community Initiative of 
the Year at the recent Community Pride Awards. 

• The event created a cycling legacy. The cities second Sky Ride saw over 
10,000 cyclists take to the cities streets, double the amount in 2013. 

 
Some of the key success factors behind the delivery of the event and the realization 
of the economic benefits, included:  

• the integration of services across geographic areas creating a sense of ‘one 
event’ over all three days, with services (public and private) working 
seamlessly together to deliver the event.  

• organisations working hard to inspire and inform the business community. 
Work began early in 2013 with Grand Depart roadshows across Yorkshire.  

• A toolkit for businesses was produced by Leeds City Council in collaboration 
with Welcome to Yorkshire and more than 100,000 were distributed across 
Yorkshire in the year before the event. There was a clear message to the 
business community: that they should prepare well in advance and plan how 
best to benefit from the opportunities presented. 

• Celebrating the Grand Depart through culture with a festival running for the 
100 days leading up to the event showcasing the region's creative talents. 

• Local authorities and other key partners pulled together to offer resources to 
make sure spectators had a memorable day.  !

(NB There is an article in the new C’llr magazine by Councillor Keith Wakefield, 
Leader of Leeds City Council, lead local authority for the 2014 Tour de France Grand 
Départ, on the hosting of the event). 
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What this case study points to above all is the need for the early implementation of a 
strategy and plan that not only anticipates the likely demand pressures, in this case 
from an elite sporting event, but also seeks to shape and influence them, for 
example, by engaging businesses early and making clear requests of them to ready 
themselves.  

One of the things I have experienced about local government is that we can be very 
good at identifying existing needs, less so at pre-empting future needs, which are 
typically reduced to narratives around future projections. Anticipating future need is 
particularly important in a sporting context where spikes in participation occur due to 
national and global coverage of events.  

Justin Tomlinson, the Conservative MP for North Swindon, made the point well in last 
year’s parliamentary debate in the House of Commons. Speaking from his own 
experience he said:  

“My group of friends replicated whatever was on television, so predominantly we 
played football, but if Wimbledon was on, out came the tennis rackets; if the Tour de 
France was on, out came the bikes; and if the Ashes was on, out came the cricket 
bats. The importance of that was both that I was active and that I kept out of trouble. 
[…] This debate is not just about sport; it is about the opportunity to be active.” 

The challenge around participation in swimming is a case in point. Sport England’s 
latest active people survey found that approximately 245,000 fewer people taking 
part in swimming once a week, although swimming remains the country's most 
popular sport. The Amateur Swimming Association (ASA) has come under criticism 
for failing to ensure providers manage the growth in demand after the Olympics and 
allowing the sector to fall behind gym providers by not adapting and offering an 
attractive and modern experience to people who want to play sport and exercise.   

The lesson from Yorkshire is that local authorities should look ahead to the potential 
impact of elite sporting events on participation locally, and have plans in place to 
both respond to and create demand. Doing so creates opportunities for income 
generation and realising economic benefits.  

 
Transforming leisure services in East Riding and 
Yorkshire 
East Riding and Yorkshire Council has won several public service awards for 
transforming its leisure services, including being a finalist in the Local Government 
Chronicle Awards 2015 for the Entrepreneurial Council of the Year category. The 
service has also received high acclaim for its customer service, with a satisfaction 
score putting it above private companies such as John Lewis, Amazon and First 
Direct.  
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The council invested £1.3 million into its leisure services in 2008/09 with the 
objectives of integrating its leisure provision with health commissioning and to 
generate income. The business model is based upon a simple argument: that 
successful health agenda commissioning/activity will embed local authority leisure 
provision into the heart of the community and create strong long term revenue 
streams through loyal custom. By investing in its people and teams, developing 
collaborative working with GPs, investing in a shared IT system, and maintaining a 
customer focus, the council has achieved some headline-catching results including: 
growing to 4.7 million annual customers, with 8.1 million generated income and 330 
health and fitness classes happening each week.  

The capital spend has not been just about getting more people through the door, the 
focus has been on changing lives and the council designing facilities for this to 
happen. For example, attaching consultation rooms to leisure facilities to enable 
trained staff to work with clients on an exercise referral scheme to achieve personal 
goals. It is these kind of changes that in the long- term can save the NHS money as 
well as increase revenue for the leisure centre.  

The council has also aligned its service objectives with the commissioning intentions 
of the local clinical commissioning group to win new contracts, for example the Live 
Well contract to lose weight and have a healthy lifestyle. It has meant that East 
Riding Leisure is on the radar of GPs at the Health and Wellbeing Board. The 
Council jointly procured with its CCG an online booking system for the leisure and 
health services, meaning that GPs are able to directly refer patients to a Live Well 
exercise referral scheme. The bookings are picked up instantly by the leisure centre, 
allowing for a staff member to book the initial meeting to meet the client and set 
goals.   

 
Wiltshire County Council 
Wiltshire County Council has also gone down the route of integrating its services 
with public health, recognising the economic advantages of doing so, while at the 
same time protecting frontline leisure services that were at risk of being cut. Council 
leaders moved the leisure remit under the management of the Director of Public 
Health which has seen a much clearer remit for the service in promoting healthy 
lifestyles and tackling physical inactivity.  

At the same time the council has rationalised its fees for leisure services meaning 
that users pay a clear and consistent set of prices whichever facility or activity they 
choose. All of the council’s nine leisure centres were set at the same price for similar 
levels of facilities. Individual centre managers retain a degree of flexibility to promote 
sports or facilities at certain times to encourage more users into the centre during the 
daytime. The changes also mean that prices remain competitive but there is flexibility 
to target subsidies at a particular group or service. The changes have enabled the 
council to raise £1.6m to invest in new gym fitness equipment and implement its 
Community Campus programme ensuring leisure centres are located alongside 
other local amenities and public services in areas of residential need.  
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Hartlepool 
Hartlepool is another local authority that has yielded significant financial and 
economic benefits from investing time and resource in its partnerships. Like East 
Riding and Yorkshire the local authority has entered into joint commissioning 
arrangements with their clinical commissioning groups to deliver a GP referral 
programme. The delivery of its family service ‘In it Together Programme’ generated 
investments of over £250,000 in 2013/14 from a range of organisations involved in 
this project. The service has strengthened and formalised working relationships with 
its children’s services, resulting in the service working with the looked after children 
teams on a range of activities including targeted holiday provision and 
intergenerational sessions.  

The council has also driven through a new leisure development on the outskirts of 
the town, one of the first of its kind in the country featuring innovative inflatable 
sports domes. The financial model is of particular interest. The complex was funded 
by the sale of council land to a developer. In releasing the land, the council 
negotiated a deal where it has become a silent partner in the leisure business, 
receiving an income through the profit, and a guaranteed minimum income in the 
event of no profit. Hartlepool has benefitted from new housing and a new leisure 
development, and the council has a new income stream. 

!
The future agenda? 
What all four case studies point to is that local authorities, by their local nature, are 
well placed to spot opportunities and to innovate and develop their own paths to 
delivering effective sport and leisure services, in the context of increasing financial 
pressures. What this looks like, based on these case studies, is closer integration 
with health, smarter commissioning and procurement and a shift in mindset towards 
planning for the long term, raising revenue and generating a customer base.   

There is much guidance available for local authorities on the strategic commissioning 
of sport and leisure. The Local Government Association, Sport England, Arts Council 
England and the Chief Culture and Leisure Officers Association have produced 
Engaging in Commissioning, for example. This resource outlines how, by engaging 
in commissioning, the sport and culture sector can meet the wider objectives of 
councils and their communities. Sport England has a case study of strategic 
commissioning and the sport sector which sets out how sport and leisure services in 
three local authorities have developed their strategic commissioning knowledge and 
capacity. There is also a guide for councils and their partners on how to create a 
local outcomes framework for culture and sport, and make the case for continued 
investment of public money.   
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There is less guidance and support however on financial modelling, public service 
reform and income generation, which is a gap. APSE’s report in 2012, Local 
Authority Sport and Recreation Services in England: Where Next?, provides some 
helpful models and recommendations as a starting point, but more work is needed in 
this area. 

In terms of the current political landscape for sport and leisure, there have been 
relatively few policy announcements in this area since we last reported. It is really 
the wider economic policies of the main political parties that tell us most about what 
sport and leisure provision could look like post May 2015. Both the Conservatives 
and Labour have made commitments to cut taxes or increase spending on key 
services as part of their election campaigns, such as additional spending on the NHS 
(all parties) or cut taxes (Conservatives). The main Westminster parties are all 
committed to reducing the deficit. 

It is difficult not to predict that the Department for Culture, Media and Sport’s budget 
will be hit by these in one shape or form. We can expect funding for sport to be tied 
much more closely to outcomes rather than participation rates. Last year’s first ever 
Parliamentary debate on tackling physical activity paves the way for a focus on 
delivering national health priorities.  

Labour’s commitment to further integrate health and social care services meanwhile 
could provide opportunities for local authorities to link sport and leisure with issues 
like mental health and dementia. The Conservatives expansion of its cities deals 
could enable local authorities to use their sport and leisure assets as a bargaining 
tool for greater freedoms over business rates and income generation.  

Putting aside the crystal ball for one moment, it is clear that sitting still is unlikely to 
be an option for the local government sector, which has a strong track record of 
innovating locally to meet the challenges of the day.  

!
!
For more information about this, or any other LGiU member briefing, please 
contact Janet Sillett, Briefings Manager, on janet.sillett@lgiu.org.uk  

!
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