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DIVERSITY AND SPORT: THE ROLE - AND REALITY – OF LOCAL AUTHORITIES
It has long been suggested that sport has the potential to be a unifying force both within and across cultures and societies. Age-old clichés such as ‘sport crosses boundaries’ and ‘sport unites people’ have been used extensively, prescribing to sporting activity in general an almost innate capacity to do good.
But does this assumption stand up to the evidence available? At the policy level, there are numerous examples of international declarations that point out the ways in which sport can be used as a tool for positive social progress. The Council of Europe’s (CoE) Istanbul Declaration, issued in 2004, states that “sport can develop essential skills, such as mutual respect, team spirit, integration and social inclusion, which form the basis of our society” and that where “properly promoted and delivered, sport can constitute a first step in the efforts to achieve inter-cultural dialogue by bringing together different nationalities and cultures in a common game with common rules.” Moreover, the European Commission’s 2007 White Paper on Sport and the European Council Conclusions of 2010 both reflect positively on the role of sport as a source of, and a driver for, active social inclusion.

But what does this actually mean in practice? At the outset a clear distinction needs to be made between the now globalised world of professional sport and sporting activity at the local, more grass-roots level. In the last three decades there has been an increasing movement towards removing the limitations and enhancing the potential mobility of professional athletes across countries in which they can compete. Running parallel to this process of employment liberalisation, high-profile campaigns with a particular focus on football, such as Respect, run by UEFA, and Kick it Out, were hailed as the final pieces of the puzzle in the fight against discrimination and racism.

However, recent high-profile incidents of racism are evidence that the puzzle is, at present, incomplete. And really how reflective are the cases involving Luis Suarez, Patrice Evra, John Terry, Anton Ferdinand, and Kevin-Prince Boateng to the realities of the European sporting arena, and indeed of society at large?
A report published in 2010 by the European Union’s (EU) Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) indicates that in sports other than football ethnic diversity is actually far less reflected. It pointed out that “persons belonging to minorities are under-represented in sports”, highlighting that “the unequal allocation of premises can also affect the participation of migrants and minorities in sport, for example through the lack of sport facilities”. One of the report’s recommendations was that national and local authorities “develop effective monitoring of racist incidents and discrimination in sport in close cooperation with sports federations to improve the recording of incidents”.
Ultimately, the impact of policies aiming at fostering the acceptance of diversity and the integration of minority communities within European societies will be most felt at the local level, and there is real a need to understand the ways in which interventions in the world of sport can be effective in achieving the ultimate goals of social integration and cohesion.

With the aim of finding out more about local contexts and policies of sporting interventions, based on the recommendations FRA report, and working within the framework of the Council of Europe’s MARS – Media Against in Sport programme, it became clear that more investigation is needed to find out about what is being done at the level of local authorities.

In the second and third parts of this series of articles on diversity in sport, we look at the current situation in two European cities, Aarhus in Denmark and Nicosia in Cyprus. Far removed from one another in terms of geography and political culture, there are nonetheless interesting parallels that can be drawn and lessons to be learnt when dealing with the issue of diversity in sport.
AARHUS – EMBRACING DIVERSITY AND DOING SOMETHING ABOUT IT
In the second of this three-part series of articles on sport and diversity, produced within the framework of the Council of Europe’s MARS – Media Against in Sport programme, we take a look at the work being done in Aarhus, Denmark, a city that has just been awarded the title of European Capital of Culture for 2017, along with the city of Paphos in Cyprus.
“There was a real need to establish a facility, a multicentre if you like, that could house all the efforts that are taking place in the area of sports and diversity”, says Hans Henrik Lamp, Director of the impressive Globus1 complex, situated on the outskirts of Aarhus city centre. Globus1 was established in October 2005, and was the outcome of an initiative of the Municipality of Aarhus which aimed at creating an environment of inclusion for sports associations from across the wider Aarhus region, with a particular emphasis on ethnic minority communities. Since that time it has become a key element of the Municipality’s integration policy, and has been built into the wider policy framework of Sport and Leisure.

At first it seemed like a daunting task. “We really had to build it up from the beginning, because there was just no-one using the centre,” says Lamp. After an inauspicious to start to life in the Gellerup area of Aarhus, an area which has the highest concentration of ethnic minority communities, over 80 organisations active across different fields responded to an open call, registering their interesting in becoming involved in the centre. “I think it is fair to say they saw it more as a citizens’ centre”, Lamp admits. “So we began to operate an ‘open house’ initiative where people could come and share information about their associations”.

Since that time, and as of October 2012, around 70% of the member associations of Globus1 are ethnic minority associations. This must be considered a success, we asked Lamp. “There are still many issues to be resolved”, he responds. “One of the major issues is that they [the ethnic minority associations] are closing themselves in.” In other words the willingness to utilise the centre is limited to participating in activities that predominantly include members of their own ethnic community. In real integration terms, this comes up short.

“But we ourselves have a policy that we are going to open up to the integration of immigrant communities living in this area”, Lamp says defiantly. “We realise that there needs to be support from our end”, says Marie Overgaard Nielsen who works as the Centre’s Activities Coordinator. “Together with the Culture Department of Aarhus Municipality we have established a fund to support different cultural activities”.

“But the partnership is two-way, it’s give and take”, says Lamp. “We are saying ‘Hey let’s do something together’, but each community has to realise that for things to happen they will be in the same room as others, whether they are Arabs, Somalians, or Turks.” Nielsen is quick to capitalise. “But you know the girls’ clubs are really good at doing activities for all different nationalities! They are much better at this than the older generations and their associations!”

The fact that women seem to be taking a lead in promoting sports for their communities is confirmed during our encounter with Rosita Ahmadian, who is the chairperson of Viby Syd Idraetsforening (VSI), a local women’s sports club. Along with four other women living in the Viby South area, they established an association in 2009 that aimed to make access to sports and sporting facilities easier for residents in the local area. “We started with 23 members, and now we have close to 300, mostly women, from minority ethnic communities. We have developed a strong element of trust between our members, and that is something we work hard to keep”.
But how easy was it to get organised and start working in this field in Aarhus? The Municipality’s website paints a pretty picture that all the necessary support is provided to get sports clubs up and running. On the ground this picture is somewhat blurred. “It was very difficult to get established and to start our activities”, says Rosita. “There is a lot of bureaucracy and we did not receive too much assistance from the Municipality”. Back at Globus1 there is a different response. “Two months; that’s all it takes!” According to Lamp an important element of the Aarhus Municipality’s initiative has been to provide assistance to those who wish to establish sports associations and clubs. Globus1 employs two so-called “Sports and Integration” consultants who support and advise those interested in getting organised. “They help them with the basics, like preparing their statutes, defining what the association will do, what its activities will be etc. We are offering a helping hand so they don’t bump into any problems. And there is also financial support available for these associations so they can start their work in sports and culture”. It is clear however that this assistance is not available across the board. “Maybe we too will get this in Viby one day”, sighs Rosita.
What has been the political response to the work of initiatives like Globus1? “Yes our politicians are asking the question: is having lots of ethnic associations the best way to achieve integration? The simple answer is I don’t know”, shrugs Lamp. “There are many arguments, for and against. But we can look at other countries to see what they are doing. In fact the Germans have the same problem with the Turkish community. In 2-3 years they registered over 500 clubs! What we are showing them is the possibility of how civil society can help in this way”, he adds assertively. Indeed, Globus1 recently started a campaign to attract so-called ‘white’ clubs and associations from the centre of Aarhus to organise events in Gellerup as a way of broadening participation and integration.

There are of course a number of people that are not members of associations, but want to engage in sporting activities. Is there a possibility for them to participate as well? “Well we try very hard to make sure our members pay their fees”, says Rosita. “It is only 200 Danish Kroner but the benefits of being a member of our VSI are very big, not just in sporting terms but also socially”. Lamp agrees that participation can have a wider positive social impact. “We are trying very hard to integrate kids that are not attached to any associations - the unruly ones if you like. We have designated certain times during the week that they are allowed to come to Globus1 and play sports. This is one way of getting them off the streets and out of trouble”, adds Nielsen.

It is clear that there has been a significant political investment into sports as a tool for social integration and cohesion in Aarhus. Financial investment, with the development of Globus1, has created some of the necessary infrastructure required to support political decisions. But there are obvious geographical discrepancies, with areas like Viby still lacking the institutional framework within which to build on the work of organisations like VSI. Nonetheless Aarhus represents a positive model in the use of sports for the promotion social cohesion, and, with it being awarded the title of Cultural Capital it has been presented with a unique opportunity to continue its investment in creating a truly multicultural and diverse European city.
For more information (mostly in Danish) visit the following websites:
Aarhus Municipality: http://www.aarhus.dk/
Globus1: http://www.globus1.dk/
VIS: http://vibysydif.dk/
NICOSIA – ACKNOWLEDGING DIVERSITY BUT STILL WITH MUCH TO DO
Last week, in the second of a three-part series of articles on sport and social inclusion, produced within the framework of the Council of Europe’s MARS – Media Against in Sport programme, we profiled the city of Aarhus in Denmark on how sport is being utilised as a tool for social integration. This week we take a look at the situation in Nicosia, Cyprus, the last divided of capital Europe, and a city that was also a candidate for European Capital of Culture 2017.

“If we had managed to secure the title, I would have so much more to say”, sighs Stavros Pamballis, the project coordinator of Nicosia’s bid for the honour of being one of Europe’s two cultural capitals in 2017. Early last year Real Madrid, the Spanish football giant, approached the Municipality of Nicosia with a proposal to establish a “Social Sports School”, a well-equipped sports school in Nicosia’s Buffer Zone, so long a symbol of division and conflict, where boys and girls from all communities would learn to cooperate and respect each other through sport. In a country which suffers from sports-related violence along ideological, political and ethnic fault lines, the school would have had the potential to be a great unifier.
In recent years and in particular since its accession to the European Union (EU) in 2004, Cyprus has become a reception country for many foreign nationals, and immigration is currently one the biggest challenges the island is facing. Nicosia, and in particular the walled city, the historic centre of the island’s capital, is now home to a number of different ethnic minority communities.

This hasn’t gone unnoticed. In March last year, and not long after his election as mayor, Constantinos Yiorkadjis outlined his direction for the city. “Social cohesion is the key for progress and prosperity for society in general. Marginalisation and social exclusion are phenomena which threaten the cohesion of our societies. The role of local authorities as well as all social partners in the process of integration of third country nationals (TCNs) is especially important. Social integration is a complex process of adjustment of TCNs into their new surroundings as well as the citizens of their country which is evolving into a multicultural society.”

Costas Apostolides has been working with issues of diversity, integration and social inclusion for some time. As manager of a number of projects implemented with support from the European Refugee and Integration Funds at EMS Economic Management, he holds a privileged position in the field of diversity. In May 2011, he organised a futsal tournament as part of a project which attempted to foster cross-cultural exchange and mutual interaction under the aegis of a project entitled “Welcome to Cyprus: A Multicultural Island”.

“This tournament was definitely something different. Events like festivals get the support from municipalities because they tend to work more in the social arena. But there is little or no interest in actual participation”, smiles Apostolides. “What we did was we got the locals, the Cypriots, together with the so-called third country nationals competing in mixed futsal teams. We had players from Cameroon, Serbia, Nigeria, Syria, Iran and Zimbabwe.” Following the conclusion one of the players of the winning team was quoted as saying that “it was the first time I was playing with people I didn’t know, and especially third country nationals. It was a pleasant experience where our perfect cooperation and good will won us the winning title.”

“It wasn’t all plain sailing... But it was definitely a worthwhile experience!” Apostolides is quick to add. But there really wasn’t much expertise or infrastructure to draw from. The Municipality of Nicosia has no clear policy on how sport can be used as a tool for social integration. And despite the fact that the Cyprus Sports Organisation (KOA) maintains a small funding for sporting activities that brings together “nationals, foreigners and migrants”, the downloadable form is only available in Greek. “Only Olympiakos, whose pitch is in the old moat outside the Nicosia walls, offers up its training pitch for ethnic groups to use. Which is quite surprising because Olympiakos is traditionally associated with nationalist right in Cyprus”, says Apostolides.

“While the tournament was a success in certain ways, sport can also be dangerous”, says Apostolides. ‘Trust was a problem. Most of the teams were already made up before the tournament had started, so we effectively had little cross-cultural participation in teams. On the flipside of that however, if they [the third country nationals] are well-organised you can work with them. But it takes time. You need to show respect for their activities. They appreciate that.”
Moreover, there are serious issues that permeate professional sports as well. “You might not think this is the case, but it is much easier and quicker to register a foreign basketball player than a Cypriot”, says Nemanja Bjedov who runs a youth basketball camp every summer. “There is a real lack of regulation when it comes to professional sport, and the danger is not only a lack of good quality Cypriot sportsmen and women, but also an increasing tendency towards racism in sport”, adds Bjedov. 
Football is also problematic. ‘There are many overseas players who lie about their age in order to ease their registration with the Cypriot authorities’, a young Moroccan man tells us. He asked not be named. ‘They start playing in the lower divisions and they do very well. But once there is a possibility to move a bigger team, the owners threaten to reveal their true age, something that could see them deported. Unfortunately this is a vicious cycle that keeps people caught in a trap and consistently undervalued’, he adds.

The problems are obvious; the solutions often not so plain. Social integration of TCNs, the fight against xenophobia and discrimination, and the ultimate acceptance of diversity necessitate that specific policies be designed at the local level, while there is also a need for the education of relevant stakeholders in how these policies can be implemented successfully.
For more information visit the following websites:

Cyprus Sports Organisation: http://www.cyprussports.org/download-area.html 

EMS Economic Management: http://www.highwaycommunications.com/profile.html 

Moufflons Invitational Basketball Camp: http://www.camp.moufflons.org/ 

