
 

  



Introduction 

The Shared Island Dialogue series was launched by An Taoiseach Micheál Martin TD on 22 October 

2020 as part of the Government’s Shared Island Initiative to foster constructive and inclusive civic 

dialogue on all aspects of a shared future on the island underpinned by the Good Friday Agreement. 

The Dialogue Series brings people together from across the island to discuss key concerns for the 

future, opportunities for cross learning and understanding and harnessing the full potential of 

cooperation through the framework of the Good Friday Agreement. 

The Dialogues actively seek as broad a range of perspective and experience from civil society on the 

island as possible and ensure the inclusion of voices that have been under-represented in the Peace 

Process, including women, young people and new communities on the island. 

Previous Dialogues have focused on the themes of New Generations and New Voices on the Good 

Friday Agreement; climate and environment; civil society cooperation; equality issues; economic 

recovery on the island; health cooperation; the future of education and Tourism. Reports and videos 

from past dialogues are available online here.  

The key points from these discussions have also been captured in a composite report: “Looking to a 

shared future: Report on the Shared Island Dialogue series 2020-2021”, which can be read here. 

The ninth Shared Island Dialogue took place on 24 February 2022 in the National Indoor Sports 

Arena in Dublin on the theme “Breaking down barriers and tackling shared challenges: Sport 

cooperation on the island”. Over 40 people attended the Dialogue in person and a further 100 

people joined online for the first hybrid dialogue of the Shared Island Dialogue series.  

The audience was made up of current and former sports stars, sports organisations, clubs, 

community groups and health and wellbeing professionals from across the island who came 

together to examine the role that sport plays in building and improving community relations, and 

discussed how to enhance cooperation through sport across the island. 

Minister for Sport and the Gaeltacht, Jack Chambers TD participated on behalf of the Government 

delivering the opening address and engaging in a follow-on Q&A discussion. The Minister closed the 

Dialogue, responding to comments made in the two panel discussions.  

Former World Featherweight Champion and International Hall of Famer, Barry McGuigan, provided a 

guest address, which focused on the power of sport to build relationships between people and 

communities. 

The Dialogue was moderated by Irish Times sportswriter, Joanne O’Riordan and featured two panel 

discussions which addressed the topics Building Community Relations Through Sport and Tackling 

the fall in Youth Participation in Sport – what to do?. 

Discussion at the Dialogue focused on the positive role sport plays in breaking down barriers and 

building relationships between communities North and South; how we can best engage people in 

sport particularly young people and those from minority communities; and opportunities for 

improved collaboration between clubs, organisations and communities on the island. 

The Dialogues are organised by the Shared Island unit in the Department of the Taoiseach working 

closely with the Department of Foreign Affairs, relevant Government Departments and Agencies and 

in consultation with civil society stakeholders on the island. 

Further information on the Shared Island Dialogue series including videos of the plenary sessions 

from these events is available on the gov.ie website. 

 

https://www.gov.ie/en/speech/c70b3-online-address-by-an-taoiseach-on-shared-island/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3eb3c-shared-island-dialogues/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/dialogues
https://assets.gov.ie/206731/b3b0f5c0-e107-4295-8f25-481871a99ba6.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3eb3c-shared-island-dialogues/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/dialogues#breaking-down-barriers-and-tackling-shared-challenges-sport-cooperation-on-the-island
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3eb3c-shared-island-dialogues/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/dialogues#breaking-down-barriers-and-tackling-shared-challenges-sport-cooperation-on-the-island
https://youtu.be/a6N5mfkq4hM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WNgjK-M1qgs
https://youtu.be/ElGLIzRnZVU
https://youtu.be/TLvLm-cRgS0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ngfwAxhFIwU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8IV2Dhwy32Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8IV2Dhwy32Y
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/3eb3c-shared-island-dialogues/?referrer=http://www.gov.ie/sharedisland/dialogues


Report:  Breaking down barriers and tackling shared challenges: Sport cooperation on the island 

Summary: 

Over the course of the Dialogue a number of key themes emerged from the discussions that took 

place: 

 Throughout all discussions, sport was recognised as a vehicle to break down barriers and bring 

people together from different backgrounds highlighting commonality rather than difference in 

competition and support. Examples of how this has been achieved were provided throughout 

the day with recognition that there is a need to knowledge share and collaborate North and 

South in order to advance this agenda. 

 The issue of what is sport came up in both panel discussions with panellists agreeing that the 

definition should be extended to include all physical activity. There was an emphasis on 

ensuring sport engagement is fun as this will ultimately bring people in and retain them in sport 

for longer. Panellists also spoke of the need to innovate and develop new pathways for 

engagement with sport by offering alternative activities to young people and communities. 

Both panels spoke of the importance of inclusion in sport.  

 Investment in facilities was another common theme throughout the dialogue. Both panels felt 

that having high-quality facilities encourages participation and engagement, but that 

investment is needed in facilities across the island to deliver for the needs of the communities 

they are intended to serve. Minister for Sport Jack Chambers outlined the Government’s priority 

to establish greater sharing of sports facilities on the island announcing that this will be 

supported through investment of €150m under the Sports Capital Programme. 

 All sessions touched on the importance of increasing participation and engagement in sport, 

with a particular focus on young people and minorities. There was discussion on the need to 

ensure that outreach and engagement programmes are designed from the ground up with input 

from those they are intended to reach to ensure they are fit for purpose. The Minister 

referenced the planned Youth Forum on sport engagement to deepen the Department’s 

understanding of the issue. The importance of knowledge sharing and mentorship between 

sports and organisations across the island to identify what works was also emphasised. 

 Similar to the above, the importance of removing barriers to participation was another common 

theme. It was emphasised that organisations, clubs and coaches need to take time to 

understand the challenges and design programmes around this. This was spoken about in the 

context of ethnic minority and disability engagement where knowledge of these issues is 

sometimes lacking. The unique challenges faced by girls in sport was also highlighted in the 

Dialogue. 

 The transferrable life skills and hidden benefits of sport engagement also came through in the 

discussion. Personal development, leadership, conscientiousness, confidence, self-belief and 

the ability to engage with others were all mentioned in this context. 

 Sport was generally viewed as a unifier of people and communities. The importance of making 

sport available and welcoming to all, regardless of background was emphasised throughout. All 

panellists spoke of the positive impacts sport has had on their lives and on the communities 

they engage with through sport. It was spoken of as a vehicle to bring people together and 

highlight commonality rather than difference.  

  



Ministerial Contribution 

 In his opening address, Minister for Sport and the Gaeltacht, Jack Chambers, TD spoke of the 

long history of collaboration in sport, noting that approximately two-thirds (46) of national 

sporting bodies function on an all-island basis. He further spoke of how sport brings people 

together across the island in competition and in support, at community and elite levels. 

 The Minister referenced the 2019 CSSPA all-island research that found just 13% of children 

between the ages of 10 and 18 across the island are meeting the recommended physical activity 

guidelines and spoke of the potential to collaborate North/South to address this shared 

challenge. 

 Addressing the commitment in the new Sports Action Plan to to engage positively on a North-

South basis to facilitate the delivery of sport and physical activity to all on the island and to 

enable the sharing of best practice and access to facilities, the Minister announced how this 

commitment will be taken forward:  

- Sport Ireland has been asked to engage with Sport NI to identify ways to bring about more 

sporting exchanges between sports clubs on the island, with inclusion being the primary focus. 

- Research collaboration will be prioritised. Building on success of the Irish Physical Activity 

Research Collaboration (IPARC), extra funding will be provided for an in-person IPARC annual 

conference next year. 

- Greater sharing of sports facilities on the island. This will be supported through investment of 

€150m under the Sports Capital Programme.  

 In the follow-on Q&A session the Minister spoke of the importance of sport in breaking down 

barriers between communities North and South and develop understanding, trust and 

relationships between different identities and traditions on the island. 

 The Minister acknowledged the importance of facilities for the development of grassroots sport 

noting the Government’s commitment and ambition in this area under the Sports Capital 

Programme. He spoke of existing success at an elite level in sharing sports facilities but noted 

that there is scope for improvement in this area at a local and community level highlighting the 

European municipal concept as a potential model that could be followed in this regard.  

 On addressing the challenges around youth engagement and participation in sport, the Minister 

spoke of a planned youth forum and dialogue with young people to happen this year to engage 

with young people directly on how participation and engagement can be strengthened. The 

Minister spoke of the need to address the participation gap along a range of indicators 

including gender, disability, ethnicity and economic status and recognised the important role of 

coaches in retaining youth involvement in sport. The Minister further referenced the work of 

Sport Ireland under Sport for All to progress work in this area. 

 On building sporting infrastructure on the island to meet differing community needs, the 

Minister told the Dialogue that his department is developing a database to map sport and 

recreation facilities on the island that will help inform investment in future facilities that can 

best address participation gaps with a focus on disadvantaged areas and communities. 

 At the end of the event, in closing the Dialogue, the Minister acknowledged contributions across 

both panel discussions referencing discussions on the power of sport to unite people through 

activity, engagement and a common sense of purpose, and the importance of regional 

investment in tackling challenges around youth participation including through broadening the 

definition of what sport is.  

https://youtu.be/a6N5mfkq4hM
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/93232-sports-action-plan-2021-2023/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WNgjK-M1qgs
https://youtu.be/ElGLIzRnZVU


Guest Contribution 

The Shared Island Dialogue featured a guest contribution from Barry McGuigan, former World 

Featherweight Boxing Champion and International Hall of Famer. Barry spoke of his experience in 

sport and how boxing reflects trust, loyalty, respect, discipline, and empathy, which he described as 

the core values at the heart of building strong relationships in the community.  

Some of the key points of this address included: 

 Barry spoke of boxing as being one of the “greatest catalysts for fostering good 

relationships, particularly at community level”. He spoke of his experience as a teenager 

during the Troubles, boxing in clubs on both sides of the border and the openness of the 

sport to athletes and their coaches regardless of the religion of tradition. 

 He referred to the importance of providing opportunities for young people to engage and 

build camaraderie with others from diverse and different backgrounds to the development 

of a shared island. 

 He spoke of the long success of boxing as a sport in engaging with the marginalised in 

communities North and South. He spoke of the sport as having an “open arms approach to 

all” referencing the success of members of the travelling, black and disabled communities in 

the sport at both amateur and professional levels and how the sport has managed to create 

a “shared space where you can have your own values and principles but respect for others”.    

 Barry also set out of his long-held belief in cross-community relations on the island as 

reflected in his personal life through his inter-faith marriage and lifelong friendships with 

families of all backgrounds from both sides of the border. In closing he spoke of how love, 

respect, trust, loyalty, discipline, and empathy are values that can “penetrate all barriers and 

borders” and give true meaning to a shared island. 

  



Panel Discussion 1 

Building Community Relations through Sport  

Key Messages: 

This panel was moderated by Joanne O’Riordan and had the following panellists: 

- Maura McMenamin, Community and Health and Wellbeing Manager, Ulster GAA  

- Elaine Nolan, Participation Director, Cricket Ireland 

- Jim Roddy, Former CEO, Derry City FC 

This panel is available online and can be watched back here. 

 

Key themes that emerged from the discussion included: 

 This panel featured a discussion on on how sport can be driver for community relations and the 

experience of this North and South. The panel also explored how engagement in sport can help 

build relationships and encourage better inter-cultural awareness and mutual respect and how 

this engagement can be encouraged. Finally, the panel looked at opportunities for improved 

North/South collaboration between clubs, organisations and communities 

 All panellists spoke of how sport provides a pathway for engagement between people from 

different backgrounds and communities. Maura McMenamin spoke of how Health and 

Wellbeing initiatives from the GAA are bringing new people into contact with the Association 

while Elaine Nolan spoke of Cricket Ireland’s experience of using sport to engage with people 

living in Direct Provision. Jim Roddy spoke of his experience with Derry City where he was 

involved in initiatives to bring about cross-community engagement in the city through soccer.  

 Jim Roddy spoke of how sport has the ability to overcome tensions and bring people together 

across divides through shared experience and enjoyment. In specific reference to his own 

experience, he spoke of bringing Linfield FC to Derry City for a football match and also of his 

efforts to establish an all-island football league. Commenting that for soccer fans, support for 

the national team is often secondary to support for one’s club team, he thought a national 

league that brings together all clubs North and South would provide significant opportunities for 

supporters to meet and engage with people from different backgrounds and to travel to other 

parts of the island they might not otherwise go to. 

 Panellists also spoke of the importance of developing innovative programmes to broaden 

community engagement and get new people involved with sport and activity. Maura noted how 

the GAA is now providing activities beyond the traditional remit of the sport. She told how 

clubs are offering Zumba, yoga, walking and running as well as providing support around issues 

such as mental fitness, healthy eating, smoking cessation and alcohol and drug addiction, all of 

which are leading to engagement from the wider community.  

 It was acknowledged by panellists that it takes time and effort to increase engagement and 

build cross and inter-community relationships through sport. The importance of collaboration in 

this work was also recognised. Both Maura and Elaine spoke of the work their organisations 

have undertaken with other agencies and sporting bodies to increase their understanding of 

issues and develop their engagement programmes. Resilience, flexibility and an openness to 

failure were all emphasised as essential in this context. 

 Elaine Nolan told how one of the early failures of Cricket Ireland’s outreach programme with 

minority communities was that they didn’t understand the barriers to participation that they 

were facing. She spoke of how the organisation worked with agencies to understand the barriers 

https://youtu.be/ngfwAxhFIwU


and how this knowledge was used to reshape the programme. Maura spoke of Ulster GAA’s 

work with PeacePlayers, the IRFU and IFA in reaching out to new communities and how they 

have worked collectively to engage new people with all sports involved, with a particular focus 

on youth engagement.  

 Jim spoke of the importance of capitalising on youth engagement in sport for reconciliation and 

relationship building on the island and the need to use sport to help develop young people as 

citizens in order “to build a more richer and vibrant society where people can live and work and 

play together”. 

 The value that is gained through working together and learning from each other was 

emphasised. It was also suggested that there could be benefits from collaboration between 

sports and from mentorship of smaller sports by more established organisations. Elaine Nolan 

acknowledged that there is a need for sports clubs and organisations to share knowledge as they 

develop programmes for inclusion of minorities, noting that addressing underrepresentation is 

a priority for both Sport Ireland and Sport NI and that there are many opportunities for clubs 

and organisations to come together across the island in response to these shared challenges. 

 Inclusion of minorities in sport was a common theme throughout the discussion and it was said 

that there is a lack of understanding of cultural differences that exist on the island and barriers 

to participation persist for minority communities. Elaine agreed with this point and said there is 

a need for better understanding of minority communities North and South if we are to 

successfully bridge build between communities through sport. She spoke of how Cricket Ireland 

offers training in areas such as unconscious bias, leadership and intercultural, disability and 

inclusion training as part of its Direct Provision engagement. Jim also spoke of the need to look 

at inclusion from top level down noting that sport is inclusive by its nature and that sometimes 

its administrators that unconsciously put up barriers. The importance of capacity building within 

minority communities to develop their own clubs and engage with sport was also emphasised. 

 The importance of long-term, strategic funding and investment was also discussed. Maura 

spoke of the important role that PEACE funding has played in supporting the GAA’s cross-

community outreach and engagement work and the development of the Health and Wellbeing 

programme while Elaine spoke of how funding from Sport Ireland’s Innovation Fund is 

supporting engagement with Direct Provision Centres. It was noted that it takes time to build 

trust and engagement with new groups and communities and strategic funding is needed to 

support this. Jim spoke of the need for investment in suitable facilities that can deliver for the 

communities they serve. 

 The importance of physical activity was raised in the discussion. In a contribution from the floor, 

it was said that an emphasis on competition and winning in sport can often exclude those who 

may not have the skill to compete at elite or competitive levels. It was suggested that different 

tiers of competition could be created to meet differing skills levels. The panellists agreed that 

sport primarily has to be about engagement and having fun with pathways available for those 

with the skill to compete at an elite level to pursue. Jim spoke of the importance of inclusion in 

sport and ensuring that sport provides a space where all people feel valued and welcome.  

 Throughout the discussion panellists referenced the broader range of benefits that people gain 

from engagement with sport such as personal development, leadership, conscientiousness and 

the ability to engage with others.  

 In a final comment to the panel, it was said that sport has the ability to deliver on the Good 

Friday Agreement objectives of tolerance, mutual respect and reconciliation. 



Panel Discussion 2 

Tackling the fall in Youth Participation in Sport – what to do? Key Messages: 

This panel was moderated by Joanne O’Riordan and had the following panellists: 

- Chloe Magee, Three-time Olympic Badminton Player 

- Professor Niall Moyna, Professor of Clinical Exercise Physiology, Dublin City University 

- Jason Smyth MBE, Four-time Paralympic Sprinter (online) 

This discussion is available online and can be watched back here. 

 

Key themes that emerged from the discussion included: 

 Panellists explored opportunities for North/South cooperation to address shared challenges 

in sport such as why high drop-out rates among young people. Discussion was informed by a 

2019 all-island study on Children’s Sport Participation and Physical Activity, which found that 

just 13% of children meet physical activity guidelines with fall-off in youth participation in 

sport on the island evident and persistent. The panel identified steps that can be taken to 

keep young people, especially girls, engaged in sport and discussed the importance of sport 

engagement for general health of young people and adolescents. 

 Professor Niall Moyna spoke of the importance of changing the perception of what 

constitutes sport. Traditionally sport was viewed mainly through the lens of elite sport. 

There needs to be a wider definition of sport with a greater emphasis on movement and 

activity. There needs to be greater buy in from the providers of sport, especially schools, and 

a willingness to allow and encourage non-traditional forms of exercise where appropriate. 

For example, walking and skateboard areas within schools could be considered.  

 Panellists spoke of the need for children to be exposed to a wide variety of sports from a 

young age to allow them to find the sport or sports that are right for them. It is important 

that children are engaged early. This makes it far more likely that they will remain active and 

involved in sport throughout their lives. 

 Panellists spoke of the need to have a more even dispersal of facilities around the country, 

both in terms of infrastructure and coaching staff. Both Jason Smyth and Chloe Magee 

spoke of their personal experience in having to move in order to access the required 

facilities to progress in their respective sports at the elite level. Facilities should be placed 

where people are, not just concentrated in the main cities on the island. 

 Jason Smyth spoke of the challenges for sports providers in engaging and providing the 

appropriate support for those with disabilities. Many of the difficulties come from a fear of 

the unknown. There is a need for greater understanding and a bespoke approach tailored 

to the individual. In his own case this meant his playing a wide variety of sports and never 

being made to feel that he was any different. 

 The panel spoke about the unique challenges facing girls in sport, particularly the dropout 

rate and their retention beyond the first year of secondary school. Chloe Magee spoke to 

her personal experience with coaching girls and emphasised the importance of having 

female coaches and authority figures available to girls. Body image and body changes can 

have a major impact on girls’ capacity to play and enjoy sport, but many of these issues can 

be overcome. The provision of a high standard of facilities is also very important. A lot 

depends on having the right people in place at the right time, particularly at this critical 

juncture at the beginning of the teenage years. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8IV2Dhwy32Y


 Panellists spoke of the issues in engaging and retaining the youth more generally. Sports 

providers are competing with other avenues of interest such as social media, not just other 

sports. Rather than a top down approach imposed on children, their wants should be 

considered. When polled, a majority of children say that they most want to get fun out of 

sport and delivering this should be the aim. Providers must adapt and be creative, 

recognising that the same one-size-fits all approach cannot be applied to those who are 

potential elite athletes and those who want to have fun. The health, fitness and wellbeing 

benefits cannot be realised if the children are not first engaged. 

 Chloe Magee spoke about the importance of quality coaching and role models for children 

to look up to. Her own experience in returning to rural Ireland after a long career away from 

home has shown her how vital both are. Having a coach that engages you can make all the 

difference for many young athletes and for those of high ability seeing a role model who has 

achieved success coming from a similar background as themselves can drive their desire to 

participate, compete and succeed. 

 The panel spoke about the capacity of sport to unify communities. Sport should be available 

to play and welcoming to all, regardless of background and can be a vehicle to bring people 

together and highlight commonality rather than difference. 

 While the definition of sport should be widened and an emphasis placed on sport as a fun 

and enjoyable activity, more support is also needed for those young people seeking to 

participate at a high level, particularly as that relates to their balancing of sport and 

education. The American system can provide something of a template where far greater 

emphasis is placed on sporting success. An audience member spoke of her experience of 

feeling the need to prioritise her studies over sport in college, whilst Chloe Magee had to 

travel abroad for a training programme in her late teens and believes that her academic 

education suffered somewhat in favour of her sport. Professor Niall Moyna believes that 

students should be rewarded for elite sporting success. Many people drop out of sport in 

the final stages of secondary school and it can be very hard to get them back later. 

 Professor Niall Moyna spoke of the need to improve the health literacy of society as a 

whole. We are genetically programmed to be active and the way that society has arranged 

itself means that we are the first generation that must think about how to stay active. A 

sedentary day should not be the norm, especially in school and efforts should be made to 

ensure frequent activity is at the core of the academic curriculum. This feeds into the earlier 

discussion about the broadening of the definition of sport. Ultimately, it is imperative that 

this is addressed before the long-term effects of having a large proportion of the population 

leading inactive lives are realised in the form of poor health outcomes and an unsustainable 

burden for the health system. 

 The panel spoke of the transferrable life skills and hidden benefits that sport can bestow on 

children. Jason Smyth in particular spoke of the confidence and self-belief that he had 

gained from sport and wondered what transformative effect it could have on society to 

have more children experience this. 

 While much of the discussion focussed on how to improve participation, the current 

situation is not all bad news. Ireland as a whole is in the top 10% when it comes to physical 

activity levels in Europe. However, there is a massive drop off in activity when one looks at 

the bottom 25% of the population. It is this group that should be targeted in order to have 

the biggest effect on societal health and wellbeing.  

 



 


