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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 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.

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.

We take a 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.

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.

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. 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.

