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About the report
• The report “Securing the Future of Public Sport and Leisure Services” was 

launched in parliament on 14th September 2021.

• The report is a collaboration between the Association for Public Service Excellence 
(APSE), the Local Government Association (LGA) and the Chief Cultural and 
Leisure Officers Association (CLOA).

• The report speaks on behalf of the public sport and leisure sector. The 
findings and recommendations are based on an extensive consultation with over 
260 local government representatives, leisure providers, arms length bodies, 
national governing bodies and the Local Government Physical Activity Partnership 
(LGPAP).

• The recommendations reflect what the sector told us needs to change, in 
order to make public sport and leisure services sustainable, and to realise 
its potential to deliver on a wide range of national and local policy objectives.

• This slide deck has been designed to support local conversations and can be 
adapted accordingly.  

https://www.apse.org.uk/apse/index.cfm/members-area/advisory-groups/sports-leisure-management/resource-hub-for-sports-and-leisure-services/securing-future-public-sport-leisure/
https://www.apse.org.uk/apse/
http://www.local.gov.uk/
https://cloa.org.uk/
https://cloa.org.uk/lgpap/
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Summary of key findings 
1. Public sport 
& leisure 
services 
(PSLS) are 
unique for their 
reach & 
support of 
communities.

2. Systemic 
funding issues 
& COVID-19 
have left PSLS 
at immediate 
risk of 
operational 
failure/damage. 

3. Increasing 
financial returns 
risks losing 
focus on those 
most in need of 
the service.

5. Councils 
have the 
central 
leadership role 
in creating 
active places & 
connecting 
diverse 
Government 
objectives.  

11. PSLS are 
integral to 
COVID-19, 
recovery 
supporting 
communities, 
reducing the 
burden on 
NHS & social 
care.

6. Community 
sport & 
physical activity 
development is 
essential to 
expand the 
reach of PSLS 
&  address 
health 
inequalities. 

10. Leaders of 
PSLS want to 
expand on 
existing work 
& collaborate 
more with 
partners, 
particularly 
with health.

7. Children learn 
essential water 
safety & 
swimming skills 
in publicly 
provided 
swimming pools. 
This cannot be 
fulfilled by 
private 
operators.. 

8. Ageing 
leisure assets 
make a 
significant 
contribution to 
councils’ carbon 
emissions. 
9. The sector’s 
voice is 
fragmented, 
weakening its 
influence at 
local & national 
levels. 

4. Leadership 
& skills 
development 
across PSLS, 
health & 
workforce is 
needed to 
drive 
collaboration 
& integration. 
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Recommendations (1)
To fulfil the sector's ambition & address the challenges identified in the findings, the 
report asks for two key contributions from Government:

1. The new Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (OHID) should take 
responsibility for embedding the strategic role of public leisure facilities within 
health systems and pathways, coordinating with Department for Culture, Media 
and Sport (DCMS), the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities 
(DLUHC) and local government within England. All nations should consider how 
best to coordinate public sport and leisure (PSL) provision across differing 
departments of Government.

2. A £1 billion capital investment into the leisure estate based on established design 
plans would help to create hundreds of construction jobs, improve efficiency, 
reduce climate emissions and boost usage. Longer term, it would create new job 
opportunities and apprenticeships in areas of the sport and leisure industry 
typically taken by young people.
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Recommendations (2)
The report makes the following seven recommendations to local and national 
partners:

1. DCMS should establish a programme for public sport and leisure services 
equivalent to its ‘Valuing culture and heritage assets capital: a framework towards 
informing decision making’ programme. The new programme should make statistics 
and evidence publicly available to aid the articulation of the value of public sport and 
leisure services locally and nationally in line with Her Majesty’s Treasury (HMT) 
Green Book

2. DCMS and DLUHC should work in partnership with local government to build a 
robust case for the sustainable investment in public sport and leisure services, to be 
put forward to HMT for future spending decisions. It should recognise the wider 
policy objectives that these services contribute to, and be supported by the new 
Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, the Department for Health and 
Social Care (DHSC), the Department for Education (DfE) and NHS England in 
recognition of the critical role public sport and leisure services play in addressing 
their objectives.
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3. The DfE should work with Government departments and councils to map the 
provision of swimming facilities and levels of curriculum attainment, investing to 
address gaps or future gaps in the system and making targeted support available to 
enable schools to invest in learn to swim and swim safety where the system is 
currently failing

4. Councils should consider what social value outcomes they want to achieve through 
public sport and leisure services and design services accordingly, including activities 
such as outreach work to support those who are most vulnerable. These objectives 
must also be fully embedded into procurement activity and contract management 
processes.

5. Sport England (and other devolved administrations and sports councils), UK Active 
and Chartered Institute for the Management of Sport and Physical Activity (CIMSPA) 
should work together, with other key partners, to provide professional development 
opportunities that meet the future skills needs in a post-COVID-19 world. This should 
consider what is needed to tackle inequalities in access, including the implications of 
digital inequalities.

Recommendations (3)



www.local.gov.uk

Recommendations (4)
6. Investment should be made available to enable relevant bodies across the UK such 
as Sport England, the LGA, CLOA and APSE alongside other UK administrative 
bodies for sport and leisure to provide leadership development for portfolio holders 
and officers at a strategic and democratic governance level. A key element of the 
programme should be supporting elected members and officers to make the linkages 
with the wider system, including health systems.

7. The Local Government Physical Activity Partnership (LGPAP) should enhance its 
capacity, increase its visibility and engagement with the Government, and accelerate 
its work.
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What makes PSL provision unique?

Affordable 

Subsidised 
membership

- facilities 
for 
grassroots  
sports clubs

-accessible

Cradle to 
grave
opportunities 
for all to be 
active at any 
stage in life
- Breadth & 
depth of 
provision

Public pools 
deliver the 
statutory 
requirement 
for 
swimming/ 
water safety
- diving/ 
swimming 
couldn’t exist

Reach 
Deprived, 
under-
represented, 
inactive 
groups & 
communities 
- health 
inequalities
-Community 
hubs

Public 
Policy 
Levelling 
up  
- Health, 
social care
- Climate
- Social 
prescribing
and much 
more..

The private sector cannot match the breadth & depth of facilities provided by the 
public sport and leisure sector because it is not viable for them to do so.
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Challenges
Fu

nd
in

g - Historically, some 
products have been 

commercialised to 
meet 

funding challenges.

- Reinvestment in 
the service has 

usually not been 
routinely 

implemented. 

- The service has 
often subsidised 

budget pressures 
elsewhere but is now 

in need of 
subsidising.

Fa
ci

lit
ie

s

- Nearly two-thirds of 
the leisure estate is 
ageing and past its 
replacement date. 

- Current provision 
does not fit local 

need. 

- The public leisure 
estate contributes 
between 10 - 40% 

of a councils’ direct 
carbon emissions.

C
O

VI
D

-1
9

- Historic funding and  
systemic & 

operational issues 
have intensified.

- The sector is 
fragmented and is 

not influencing 
effectively.

- Health inequalities 
and physical activity 

levels have 
worsened

Without immediate support, public sport & leisure facilities are at immediate 
risk of failure & long term damage
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Reasons to act

COVID-19 has 
widened inequalities 

Black & Asian 
adults now up to 
14% less active 

than white adults 
(Sporting Equals 

2020)

1 in 3 (Y6) 
children 

60% adults
obese
(2018)

34% inactive 
disabled people 

pre-COVID 
39% inactive 
post-COVID

Membership 
levels fallen

by 50% in 
some areas 

Ageing public 
leisure estate 

contributes up to 
40% 

of some 
council’s direct 

carbon 
emissions

63% sports 
halls 

60% swimming 
pools 

need  replacing / 
refurbishing

(Sport England)

1 in 4 councils 
considering 

closing some 
leisure facilities 

in 2022/23
(Sept 2021)
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R
ad

ic
al

R
et

hi
nk

- Strategically align 
& champion PSLS 

contribution to a 
diverse range of 

policy objectives.

- What is the vision 
going forward?

- Who is the service 
for & why?.

- How does it 
support recovery?  

- How should PSLS 
be funded/delivered 

in the future? 

- What do 
communities need 

from facilities/PSLS 
in the future? 

Ex
pa

ns
io

n - Enhance 
the sector’s 

preventative 
offer for mental/ 

physical health & 
its community 

development offer.
- Build on/develop 
collaborations with 

NHS,  public health 
& wider partners. 
- Opportunities: 
shaping places, 

levelling up, active 
travel, inequalities.

-How? Facilities, 
regeneration, 
planning, co-

location.

Le
ad

er
sh

ip - Understand local 
systems & the role 

the sector plays 
within them. 

- Invest in leadership 
& skills development 

across leisure, 
health & the 

workforce to co-
design services & 
drive integration & 

collaboration.

- Develop a shared 
vision 

- Agree the evidence 
base with partners & 

the workforce so 
outcomes are clear 
& priorities aligned.

Opportunities (1)
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In
te

gr
at

io
n - Influence partners 

so PSLS are seen as 
a key strategic & 
delivery partner 
across a range of 
policy objectives.

- Integrate PSLS with 
new Integrated Care 
Systems and public 
health teams to align  
and support priorities.

- Use social 
prescribing 
opportunities, GP 
referral programmes 
& community 
development to tackle 
inequalities & reduce 
the burden on health 
& social care.

D
ec

ar
bo

ni
sa

tio
n - Investment in 

decarbonising 
leisure assets can 
help to meet net-

zero targets 

- Reduce running 
costs in the longer 

term. So
ci

al
 v

al
ue

 - Build in 
additional social 

value to 
communities in 
new contracts. 

- Opportunities 
incl. purchasing 

from local 
businesses,                 

apprenticeships, 
outreach work & 

activities targeted 
at less active 

groups.

- Expand 
community 

development 
prog. to increase 
reach & address 

inequalities

Opportunities (2)



www.local.gov.uk

Case for public sport and leisure 
£9.5bn - Physical activity’s 

value to the economy. Of this -
£5.2 bn - health care savings 
£1.7bn - social care savings
£20bn in social value incl. 

10,000 fewer crime incidents, 
improved levels of social trust, 

belonging, community 
engagement

(Sport England)

Strong return to 
leisure centres by 
users from more 

deprived
backgrounds

since reopening.
(Moving 

Communities)

85% young 
people learn to 
swim in public 

pools. 
14m people 

participated in 
swimming pa 
Pre-COVID.

86% people 
prefer to

exercise in 
leisure 

centres. 
(Moving 

Communities)

Councils are 
the biggest 
spenders of 

PSLS, parks & 
green spaces  

spending 
£1.1bn pa

Exercise 
referral, social 
prescribing & 
66% cancer

pre/post rehab. 
services all 
delivered in 

public leisure 
facilities

Almost 5m 
school 

swimming 
lessons lost 

due to 
COVID-19
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A working vision
• The report highlights many challenges, but also the opportunities for a 

strategically aligned and integrated public sport and leisure service. 

• It evidences the powerful and unique contribution public sport and leisure 
services make to a diverse range of national and local policy objectives. 

• However, this contribution is not always widely understood by internal and 
external partners. For the service to survive, become sustainable and 
flourish it will need champions at strategic and operational levels in all policy 
areas to raise its profile and advocate for investment and integration. 

• Fundamental to this, is a new vision for the service, one which puts the needs 
of communities at its heart, providing a range of accessible and inclusive 
activities, plays an important role in tackling the climate emergency, reducing 
health inequalities, and supports the delivery of a multitude of policy 
objectives.
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Case studies (1)
• South Kesteven District Council (SKDC) has put a wholly-owned 

council company in place to manage its leisure service. Prior to COVID-19 
SKDC intended to procure a new contract arrangement but this became 
unviable due to the significant financial support provided to their contractor 
as a result of COVID-19 and a procurement was unlikely to produce a 
beneficial result during the pandemic. The new arrangement has given 
SKDC time to complete leisure feasibility work, develop an investment 
plan and timeline to facilitate improvements to its four leisure facilities. The 
ambition is for leisure centres to become community hubs providing 
services such as physiotherapy, GP referrals, stop smoking programmes 
and activities in rural communities through outreach programmes run by 
the centres in its market towns.

• Nottingham Leisure Services created a community hub after leisure 
centres closed due to COVID-19 lockdown measures. It repurposed 
Harvey Hadden Sport Village as a food and PPE distribution depot, 
transformed the tennis centre into a customer contact centre for the 
Shielding programme, redeployed staff to critical frontline council services 
and changed its existing fitness offer to a digital fitness offer - while 
planning to reopen safely for the public when restrictions eased.

https://www.local.gov.uk/case-studies/south-kesteven-district-council-transfer-leisure-service-council
https://www.local.gov.uk/case-studies/nottingham-leisure-services-creating-community-hub
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Case studies (2)
Exeter City Council is due to open one of the world’s most energy efficient 
leisure centres in 2021. St Sidwell’s Place is the first leisure centre in the UK to 
be built to the super energy efficient Passivhaus standard. It replaces the 50+ 
year old Pyramids swimming pool. It is expected to save up to 70 per cent on 
annual energy costs, use 50 per cent less water, significantly reduce running 
costs and need lower maintenance costs. It has also been designed to withstand 
predicted changes in climate conditions up to 2080.

It is located in the heart of the city and plays a key part in wider council 
regeneration plans, with 500,000 visitors predicted to visit St Sidwell’s Place 
annually. The social impact generated through skills and employment has been 
£340,320. 

Over 1,000 people have helped to design, construct and deliver the build. It 
created eight apprenticeships, 15 jobs for new entrants and one graduate job. 
Qualifications have been gained and work placements created benefitting T-
Level students, schools and 8 young people not in education. The workforce has 
been upskilled on environmentally friendly building practices to support its 
implementation in future builds.
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Case studies (3)

East Riding of Yorkshire Council has developed an innovative partnership 
between local GPs and its leisure centres to deliver social prescribing 
opportunities and savings to the NHS.

The council has designed an IT system that allows GPs to book patients directly 
on to the exercise on-referral scheme and onto its award-winning 
Live Well programme which helps to combat obesity. Half of people completing 
the programme have achieved at least a 5 per cent weight loss. 

In 8 years the number of bariatric surgery operations has drastically reduced 
from 100 to 20 saving the NHS £2.5m in the process.
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Policy updates (1)
Key policy updates announced since the report’s publication:

Levelling Up the United Kingdom White Paper (Feb 2022) recognises sports impact in 
communities. It contributes to the following levelling up missions:

o Mission 5 Skills: Young people’s participation in sport improves their 
numeracy scores by 8% on average above non-participants. Underachieving 
young people who take part in sport see a 29% increase in numeracy skills 
and a 12 to 16% rise in other transferable skills. (Sport England)

o Mission 7 Narrowing life expectancy gap: Public leisure saves the NHS 
£32.8 million per month due to reduced demand, and increases long-term 
mobility and independence among older people. (UKactive)

o Mission 8 Improved wellbeing: Public leisure and activity achieves £42bn in 
improved mental wellbeing and productivity (Sport England)

o Mission 9 Pride in place: LGA public opinion polling on levelling up shows 
improved community assets like leisure centres and parks are people’s top 
priority for improvements in their local area (42%).

https://www.sportengland.org/why-were-here/uniting-the-movement
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1052706/Levelling_Up_WP_HRES.pdf
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Policy updates (2)
• Health and social care integration: joining up care for people, places and 

populations White Paper (Feb 2022) focuses on prevention and driving integration 
particularly at place level. This is where local government and the NHS face a 
shared set of challenges at a scale that often works well for joint action. 

• Sport England: Sport England 10 year strategy, “Uniting the Movement” focuses 
on inequalities, opportunities for physical activity and supporting healthier more 
active communities. The Implementation Plan for 2022-2024 emphasises the 
importance of public sector leisure service and the important role it plays in Uniting 
the Movement.

• Sport England are collaborating with LGPAP to produce a report on the impact of 
COVID-19 on the sector, its recovery, the role of the National Leisure Recovery 
Fund and council and operator support. Building on the “Securing the Future” 
report, it considers the purpose of public sector leisure provision, its importance to 
communities and a collaborative approach to making the service more resilient and 
delivering healthier, more active communities. (Spring 2022 TBC)

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-and-social-care-integration-joining-up-care-for-people-places-and-populations
https://www.sportengland.org/why-were-here/uniting-the-movement
https://www.sportengland.org/news/implementation-plan-years-2-4-uniting-movement-published
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Policy updates (3)
• The Sport England Moving Communities data insight platform has been extended 

until 2025. 

• It provides a real-time view of local authority facility performance and enables 
councils to explore financial performance alongside effectiveness and it’s impact 
on local communities.

• Further information and sample data from Moving Communities can be found on 
the following slides. 

https://movingcommunities.org/


About Moving Communities

Local leisure plays a vital role in the health and wellbeing of local communities by 
accessible opportunities to get active. This is why Sport England has developed 
Communities.

Moving Communities provides a real-time view of local authority facility 
performance, with benchmarking and filtering functionality, that explores 
financial performance alongside understanding how effective the service is and 
for whom, and its impact on local communities.

The data platform will drive insights from high quality data, 
identifying opportunities for improvement planning. This will enable strategic 
decisions to be made about where time, effort and money is best invested locally 
and nationally in order to strengthen communities and improve our nation’s 
health and wellbeing.

The service facilitates knowledge sharing and collaboration across stakeholders 
to drive continuous improvement and raise standards of delivery across the 
public leisure sector.

https://movingcommunities.org/


Sample data: Participation Analysis



Sample data: Deprivation Analysis



Sample data: Social Value Analysis
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Support and resources (1)
For further information on the report or to share your views/good practice examples 
contact: Samantha.Ramanah@local.gov.uk

APSE: 
• Performance Networks Sports and Leisure Facilities Management Performance 

Benchmarking
• ‘Rebuilding capacity: The case for insourcing public contracts’ 

Local Government Association (LGA): 
• LGA/Sport England: Sport and Physical Activity Leadership Essentials Programme 

for Officers & Cllrs 
• A guide to the emergency insourcing of leisure services (2021)
• Options for councils in supporting leisure providers through COVID-19 (2020)
• Localising decision making: a guide to support effective working across 

neighbourhood, place and system (2020)
• Leisure under lockdown: how culture and leisure services responded to COVID-19 

- full report (2020)
• The impact of COVID-19 on culture, leisure tourism and sport (2020)

mailto:Samantha.Ramanah@local.gov.uk
https://www.apse.org.uk/apse/index.cfm/performance-networks/information-hub/spring-into-membership-with-our-welcome-and-learning-package/sports-and-leisure-facility-management/
https://www.apse.org.uk/apse/index.cfm/research/current-research-programme/rebuilding-capacity-the-case-for-insourcing-contracts/
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/guide-emergency-insourcing-leisure-services
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/sector-support-offer/culture-and-sport-improvement/sport-and-physical-activity-2021-22
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/guide-emergency-insourcing-leisure-services
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/options-councils-supporting-leisure-providers-through-covid-19
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/localising-decision-making-guide-support-effective-working-across-neighbourhood-place
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/leisure-under-lockdown-how-culture-and-leisure-services-responded-covid-19-full-report
https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/impact-covid-19-culture-leisure-tourism-and-sport
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Support and resources (2)

Local Government Physical Activity Partnership (See slide 27 for more information 
about the Partnership): 
• think piece ‘Why an active community needs to be at the heart of renewal’.

Sport England: 
• Moving Communities Data platform and insights
• Uniting the Movement ten year strategy
• Uniting the movement: Implementation plan years 2-4 (2022-2025)
• Strategic Outcome Planning Guidance and Leisure Services Delivery
• Local Delivery Pilots: Putting it into practice
• Navigating Local Systems 

https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/lwTgCP1JWI4J9ZnUz5zQ_3
https://movingcommunities.org/
https://movingcommunities.org/
https://www.sportengland.org/why-were-here/uniting-the-movement
https://www.sportengland.org/why-were-here/uniting-movement/implementation-plan-years-2-4-2022-25
https://www.sportengland.org/how-we-can-help/facilities-and-planning/strategic-outcomes-planning-and-leisure-services-delivery
https://www.sportengland.org/campaigns-and-our-work/local-delivery
https://www.sportengland.org/campaigns-and-our-work/local-delivery
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About the Local Government 
Physical Activity Partnership

The aim of the Local Government Physical Activity Partnership (LGPAP) is to 
empower local government agencies to work collaboratively to improve and 
articulate the social and economic value of public physical activity service provision. 

It uses its collective influence to direct national debate and enable local 
conversations. It is made up of the following partners:

https://cloa.org.uk/lgpap/

