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The multi-sport partnership between the Irish Football Association, Ulster GAA and Ulster Rugby 
has grown and evolved organically over the last number of years. The partnership has recognised 
the collective objectives across areas such as community development, good relations, club and 
volunteer development and capacity building, and acknowledges the strategic value and impact of 
working together.
 
Programmes such as ‘Sport – a Home for Lifelong Volunteering’, ‘Promoting Equality, Tackling 
Poverty & Social Exclusion through Sport’ Programme, Game of Three Halves, Belfast Interface 
Games, and Stadia Redevelopment have demonstrated joint delivery and collaboration between 
the three largest governing bodies of sport in Northern Ireland. These programmes have created 
opportunities to develop new ideas, models of delivery, and provide opportunity for shared learning 
and best practice, while engaging with all communities, including those traditionally hardest to reach.
 
Whilst there is great strategic value and impact through this partnership, it is important to consider 
the differences in the three governing bodies in their respective structures and strategic priorities. 
The strength and maturity of the partnership allows for an understanding of when we can collaborate 
together where appropriate, but also allows us to remain committed to our own strategic goals.
 
Moving forward, there is a strong willingness among the three Associations to build on the 
experience gained and significant progress made. We are committed to further strengthening the 
partnership and developing our joint work, particularly in the fields of social inclusion, education, 
health and community development. We are committed to serving the community through sport, 
celebrating diversity and leading on a shared future.

Deloitte MCS provided analysis and facilitation 
in supporting development of this report.

WORKING TOGETHER, 
DELIVERING MORE
As is reflected in their strategic documents, the Irish Football 
Association (IFA), Ulster GAA and Ulster Rugby all share 
ambitions to achieve both sporting and wider societal goals. 
In recent years efforts by the governing bodies have resulted 
in football, rugby and Gaelic sports working more closely 
together. This provides benefits across the three Associations 
from grassroots to governing body level and for government 
via contribution to policy goals:

l At grassroots club levels this can be the sharing of pitches and facilities, undertaking training 
together on issues of capacity building among volunteers and clubs, and in delivering initiatives 
such as the Game of 3 Halves.

l The governing bodies in delivering joint programmes have proven the added value of a 
collaborative approach in terms of policy and practice innovation. They also bring to bear an 
exceptional collective reach. This reach stretches across religious, class, ethnic, age, ability and 
gender backgrounds. It applies to those who participate in playing the sports, but also to those 
off the pitch, volunteering and supporting.

l The qualities embedded within the collaboration between the Irish FA, Ulster GAA and Ulster 
Rugby, alongside the outcomes that the three sports have proven credentials in delivering, 
highlight that the relationship has potential to help achieve a variety of policy goals. 

 
 These include:
 l   Central government priorities articulated in the Programme for Government;  
 l   Local government policy priorities; and
 l   European policy priorities.

A later section points to specific policy areas where the sporting bodies could have most impact.

This report highlights that the context is ripe for more grassroots collaboration, and for the sports’ 
governing bodies to identify and realise opportunities to work with one another, and in partnership 
with government to better deliver their sporting and wider societal ambitions.
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“We’re not Brazil...We’re Northern Ireland”, the Irish FA’s Strategic Plan 2013 – 2018, sets out the
following six long term objectives:

• Qualify for a major tournament
• Deliver the new national stadium and improve other facilities
• Foster a balanced, flourishing senior domestic game
• Create a healthy domestic game at all other levels: i.e. intermediate, junior, womens, boys, schools
• Build a culture of lifelong participation in football
• Reach beyond the game – use the power of football for health, education and social development

The Irish Football Association was formed in 1880 and is the governing body of football in 
Northern Ireland, working to develop all strands of the game – international, domestic and 
grassroots football. The vision of the Irish Football Association is ‘to develop, foster and promote 
football for all in Northern Ireland’ 

The Irish FA is celebrating its 135th anniversary in 2015. There are almost 1000 registered clubs and a 
talent pool of approximately 25,000 players. As the governing body of football in Northern Ireland, 
we reach 21,000 school children each week, 5,500 adults and young people with disabilities, 1,060 
boys’ teams, 800 adult teams, 300 school teams, 50 women’s teams and over 20,000 volunteers 
from all communities across Northern Ireland.

Ulster GAA is the Provincial Council and governing body for the GAA in Ulster, promoting 
Hurling, Gaelic Football, Camogie, Handball and Rounders in addition to the promotion of 
Irish Culture, Language and Pastimes.

Ulster GAA oversees and supports the activities of over 250,000 members, 584 Clubs 
and 9 County Committees. Close to 100,000 players are active in GAA in Ulster while 
approximately 250,000 spectators attend Ulster GAA managed fixtures and events annually.

Ulster GAA reinvest 85% of it’s income back into grassroots development at Club and 
County Level, improves Club Capacity building by providing grant aid, developing plans 
and strategies and trains over 1,000 volunteer Club officers per year. 

28,000 children are involved in weekly coaching in schools provided by Ulster GAA.

Ulster Rugby is responsible for the leadership, development and growth of the game of Rugby 
Union within the nine counties of Ulster.  This includes the full spectrum of Rugby Union from grass 
roots participation through to the Ulster Rugby Professional team, which participates in two cross 
border tournaments, the European Cup and PRO12 League.

Ulster Rugby covers 53 clubs as well as youth and school rugby. Including 141 Adult Men’s Teams, 
31 Women’s Teams, 10 Disability Rugby Teams, 50 Mini Rugby Sections (Aged 6 – 12), 
98 Youth Teams with a playing population of over 35,000.

Kingspan Stadium hosted the Wooden Spoon International Tag Rugby Festival - 800 players from 
26 clubs and schools across the UK and Ireland in the largest display of tag rugby by people with 
learning disabilities.  Ulster Rugby has a Social Media reach of 252,000 that stretches across Europe.
Ulster Rugby recorded a total match attendance of 223,235 during the 2014/15 Season.

The Ulster GAA Strategy, “Family and Community: The Fabric of the GAA” 
is the third strategic plan to be rolled out by Ulster GAA.  Five core values 
shape and influence how Ulster GAA does its work. Those values are: 
Community, Volunteerism, Identity, Inclusion and Excellence. The detail of 
Ulster GAA’s work is in turn taken forward under five themes:

• Keeping Ulster GAA Fit for Purpose: Governance
• Increasing and Improving the Games
• Increasing and improving the GAA Plant: Facilities and Infrastructure
• Enhancing the “Gaelic” in GAA: Culture and Heritage
• The GAA’s End Purpose: Community Development, Inclusion and Cohesion

Ulster Rugby is aligned to the IRFU 2013-2017 Strategic Plan – “From Grassroots to International 
Success; One Island, One Passion, One Goal”. The IRFU Strategic Plan is built on the values of 
Irish Rugby: Respect; Integrity; Inclusivity; Fun and Excellence. Ulster Rugby’s Business Plan 
2014-2017 has identified its vision to be a World Class Rugby Region, dependent on key factors: 

• Growing the game beyond its traditional playing base (including growing the playing population  
 from 35,000 to 42,000 within a seven year period)
• Increasing the number of and developing the capacity of volunteers
• Creating welcoming and sustainable clubs that serve the needs of the community

WHAT WE DO
HEADLINE STRATEGIC GOALS
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A NEW ERA
OF COLLABORATION

REACHING FURTHER AND 
CONNECTING MORE

The collaborative work between 
the sporting codes has created 
space for policy and practice 
innovation. The collective 
working is also a powerful 
example to wider society.

Independent commentators 
have recognised the 
progress and effect of such 
collaboration. The evaluation of 
the ‘Sport in the Community’ 
programme, delivered by the 
three governing bodies, stated 
that the programme had 
“fostered stronger relationships 
of trust among the governing 
bodies, generating substantial 
synergies between them”.1  The 
evaluation of the ‘Promoting 
Equality, Tackling Poverty and 
Social Exclusion through Sport’ 
programme, also delivered 
jointly by the three governing 
bodies, concluded that the 
“governing bodies are 
working more closely than 
ever previously”.2  

In the Northern 
Ireland Life and 
Times survey 91% 
of respondents who 
said that they had 
taken part in a cross-
community sporting 
initiative said that 
they thought it had 
helped to break 
down barriers 
between Protestants 
and Catholics. 
(NILTS, 2014)

The qualities, embedded within 
the collaboration between 
the Irish FA, Ulster GAA and 
Ulster Rugby, indicate that the 
relationship has developed 
into a strong vehicle that could 
deliver a variety of policy goals. 

The qualities of the
collaboration include:

• The successful track record 
of working collectively to 
deliver joint programmes (e.g. 
the ‘Sport in the Community’ 
Programme, the ‘Promoting 
Equality, Tackling Poverty 
and Social Exclusion through 
Sport’ Programme)

• The strength of relationship 
that has developed between 
staff and officers in the 
governing bodies

• Flexibility to pursue 
initiatives collaboratively is 
enabled by the high level 
of trust and understanding 
between the codes

• An ongoing commitment 
to working together (e.g. 
from stadia development to 
supporting clubs on issues 
relating to charitable

 status)

The strategic aims of the three 
sporting bodies point towards 
the ambition to help achieve 
both sporting and wider 
societal goals, founded upon an 
inclusive approach.

The three 
sporting codes 
offer a powerful 
combination 
of reach and 
connection with 
people’s lives. This 
reach stretches 
across religious, 
class, ethnic, age, 
ability and gender 
backgrounds.

By acting together 
the three codes 
can engage further, 
including those who 
are ‘hard to reach’.

EVERYONE
CAN WIN
Working together can take many 
forms. The underlying rationale 
is that there is benefit for all 
the participants. The following 
are examples of how working 
collaboratively looks in practice:

• Sharing best practice – 
drawing on the different 
experience and expertise 
of other codes in designing 
programmes, governance 
and physical training 

• Accessing resources – 
approaching funding 
opportunities collectively

• Sharing resources - pitches, 
facilities and knowledge 

• Growing participation – 
working together to engage 
new players 

• Speaking together – the three 
codes speaking with one voice 
carries significance both in 
terms of the message content 
and due to its joint delivery

• Reaching together – use of 
collective working to connect 
with schools, communities 
or other groups that would 
otherwise have not been 
engaged

• Educating together – training 
on common issues including 
volunteer development, child 
protection, governance

 and nutrition 

1  Evaluation of the ‘Sport in the Community’ Programme, 
  Dr Robin Wilson, March 2015
2  Evaluation of the ‘Promoting Equality, Tackling Poverty
  and Social Exclusion through Sport’ programme
 (Deloitte, 2015)

• The reach and engagement 
the three sports can have 
across society (across religious, 
class, ethnic, age, ability and 
gender backgrounds)

• The sports can deliver 
outcomes aligned with a 
breadth of policy goals at 
European, domestic and local 
government levels

• The breadth of the outcomes 
that the Irish FA, Ulster GAA 
and Ulster Rugby have and 
can contribute to

• Their cross-border remit and 
international networks

• An ability to leverage 
additional resources whether 
private sponsorship, in-kind 
support or volunteer time 
against an investment.

There will be opportunities 
where the three codes are best 
working collectively. It is also 
accepted within the partnership 
that codes may choose to pursue 
their own approach to some 
issues, or undertake a two code 
approach if most appropriate.

COLLABORATION QUALITIES
GAME OF
3 HALVES
Game of 3 Halves is an initiative 
supported by the Irish FA, 
Ulster GAA and Ulster Rugby 
which incorporate elements 
of all three games, promotes 
respect for diversity, and 
creates an environment for 
friendships to develop.

In September 2014 Larne 
Rugby Club hosted a ‘Game 
of 3 Halves’ event, the first of 
its kind in the area. Some 60 
children enjoyed an evening 
of sport and camaraderie. The 
main clubs involved were Larne 
Rugby Football Club Youth, 
Larne Football Club U19s, 
Shane O’Neills and Latharna Og 
Hurling Clubs from the Borough.

The kids went on to enjoy 
learning the skills of each sport. 
The Rugby Club also hosted a 
barbecue for the attendees to 
socialise after the event. The 
event was supported by the 
local Council and the PSNI. 
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DELIVERING OUTCOMES

These outcomes are evidence of the governing bodies’ ambition and contribution to achieving wider 
societal goals. Notably these outcomes are also aligned with priorities of central government, local 
government and European government. 

THE ROLE AND 
RELEVANCE
OF CLUB
Sporting clubs as well as their specialist sporting activity act as 
hubs for community activity. 

The ‘Sport in the Community’ evaluation found a majority of 
club members stating that other organisations and members of 
the community used their club building for their own purposes, 
facilitating wider social networking and social cohesion.

This is notable not least given the spread and reach of sports clubs 
across the region. Sporting success is not forgotten in this. Indeed 
the ‘Sport in the Community’ programme evaluation3 highlights 
that clubs that have succeeded in becoming community hubs with 
enhanced community impact also commonly relate to improved 
sporting performance. 

‘SPORT IN THE 
COMMUNITY’ 
PROGRAMME
The ‘Sport in the Community’ 
Programme invested close to
£0.5 million over three years in
a partnership among the Irish 
FA, Ulster GAA and Ulster Rugby, 
funded by the Department for 
Social Development. 

The evaluation of the programme 
found that it offered tangible 
assistance to clubs across 
the three codes to develop 
to a position in which “clubs 
become community hubs, 
with better governance, more 
voluntary engagement, more 
community impact and better 
sporting performance. It has 
thus demonstrated as well as 
strengthened the beneficial 
‘ripple effects’ of such club-based 
social programmes, radiating out 
into enhanced physical health 
and mental wellbeing and, 
going wider, to educational and 
employment opportunities.”4 

 3The ‘Sport in the Community’ Programme was delivered by the Irish FA, Ulster GAA and Ulster Rugby and funded by the 
Department for Social Development. An independent evaluation “The world of sport meets the social world: Evaluation of the 
Sport in the Community programme”, March 2015, found the programme to have performed very well delivering a range of 
positive outcomes.
 4“The world of sport meets the social world: Evaluation of the Sport in the Community programme” 
by Dr Robin Wilson, March 2015.

5The ‘Promoting Equality, Tackling Poverty and Social Exclusion through Sport’ Programme was delivered by the Irish FA, 
Ulster GAA and Ulster Rugby and funded by the Department for Culture Arts and Leisure. An independent evaluation 
“A Sporting Chance: Evaluation of Promoting Equality, Tackling Poverty and Social Exclusion through Sport” by Deloitte, 
December 2014, reported the programme delivering outcomes on inclusion, employment, skills, health and well-being.  See 
earlier Footnote regarding the evaluation of the ‘Sport in the Community’ programme.

“clubs become community hubs, with 
better governance, more voluntary 
engagement, more community impact 
and better sporting performance.”

MULTI-SPORT 
PARTNERSHIP
CONTRIBUTES 

TO...

Local Government 
Goals

Central 
Government Goals

European Policy 
Goals

Research from the joint delivery of programmes (e.g. ‘Sport in the Community’ Programme and 
the ‘Promoting Equality, Tackling Poverty and Social Exclusion through Sport Programme’5) and 
testimony of those who have participated reflects a wide range of beneficial outcomes which the 
sports deliver.
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WORKING WITH CENTRAL
GOVERNMENT TO
DELIVER POLICY PRIORITIES 
A growing body of research, 
combined with previous 
experience and existing 
practice of the sporting 
bodies, highlight the positive 
impact sport can have in 
educational, health, social and 
other policy priorities. 

Such policy priorities are 
often inter-connected. It 
can be difficult for central 
government to achieve joined-
up interventions through its 
own structures. In comparison 
the sporting governing bodies 
and their clubs have the 
capacity to act more holistically 
with individuals, families and 
communities.  

Given the collective reach 
of the three largest sports, 
and the alignment of their 
strategic aims, a collaborative 
approach involving the Irish FA, 
Ulster GAA and Ulster Rugby 
is uniquely placed to help 
central government deliver key 
policy priorities, in particular 
the following Programme for 
Government priorities:

Creating Opportunities, 
Tackling Disadvantage and 
Improving Health and 
Well-being 

• Community deprivation: 
using sport and sporting 

infrastructure to develop 
social cohesion and social 
capacity in targeted 
communities

• Health inequalities: using the 
reach of clubs and networks 
to engage a cross-section 
of communities, including 
communities with greatest 
health inequalities

• Improved health and well-
being: participation in sports, 
and the social networks 
related to sports, supporting 
health and well-being 
outcomes

Growing a Sustainable 
Economy and Investing in 
the Future

• A better educated and 
more skilled workforce: 
providing opportunities for 
personal development via 
volunteering, training and 
qualifications

• Enhanced economic 
infrastructure: improved 
sports facilities and stadia, 
local and international 

 events and tourism 
• More people in work: 

providing employment 
directly and indirectly, and 
providing opportunities for 
people to gain practical 
experience and skills

Building a Strong and Shared 
Community

• Better relations between 
communities: sport, including 
cross-code activity, bringing 
people from different 
communities together

• Promoting volunteering: 
providing opportunities for 
involvement in volunteering

• Increasing sport and physical 
recreation: providing an entry 
route into sports and exercise 
across all abilities, 

 genders and 
 ethnicity

The Irish FA, Ulster GAA and 
Ulster Rugby, with support 
from the Department for 
Foreign Affairs, jointly hosted 
a Sport and Reconciliation 
Conference. The high-
profile event was attended 
by political leaders from 
across the island of Ireland, 
with Northern Ireland’s First 
and Deputy First Minister 

Peter Robinson and Martin 
McGuinness along with 
Taoiseach Enda Kenny and 
Tánaiste Eamon Gilmore joining 
senior representatives from 
the three sporting bodies in 
celebrating the role of sport 
in breaking down barriers 
and building peace. The 
event explored the social and 
economic impact of sports, 

Northern Ireland will 
host several international 
competitions in the coming 
years, including the UEFA 
European Women’s U19 
Finals and the cross-border 
hosting of the Women’s 
Rugby World Cup in 2017.

These support ambitious 
government targets on 
tourism growth – related to 
the number of out of state 
visitors and the
 

the role of sport in creating 
peace and reconciliation, 
and the work of the three 
governing bodies in 
community development. 
The attendance by senior 
Ministers from both Irish 
jurisdictions highlights the 
confidence in the capacity 
of sport to deliver positive 
societal impacts.

Increasing sport and physical 
recreation: providing an entry route 
into sports and exercise across all 
abilities, genders and ethnicity

Senior Ministers and Governing Body Officials at the Sport and Reconciliation Conference, Armagh 2013

SPORT AND RECONCILIATION CONFERENCE, ARMAGH 2013

SUPPORTING ECONOMIC GROWTH: SPORT AND TOURISM
length of time and amount of 
money they spend when in the 
region. Notably, the IRFU are 
also bidding to host the men’s
Rugby World Cup in 2023 with 
support from the GAA who 
have committed to making 
their stadia available to 
support the bid. 

The IRFU have estimated 
that hosting the World Cup 
would bring an additional 
350,000 visitors to
the island.
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The Irish FA, Ulster GAA 
and Ulster Rugby hosted 
representatives from the new 
Councils in Northern Ireland 

The sporting bodies already have a strong track record working with local government. Following 
local government reform in Northern Ireland there are enhanced opportunities for the relationship 
to deliver against local government priorities.

Previous experience, existing practice and the stated strategic aims of governing bodies highlights 
significant opportunity in supporting local government in delivering against the following 
policy areas:

• Community planning: supporting local priorities such as skills development, good relations, health 
and education

• Urban regeneration and community development: community outreach and engagement, capacity 
building, volunteer development and clubs as community hubs

• Leisure and health: participation, physical and mental health and facilities
• Local cultural development: identity and cultural expression
• Local economic development: enterprise programmes, skills development and pathways to 

education and employment
• Local tourism: local and international events and tournaments, stadia development and capital 

investment at clubs

The European Commission has set out its priorities for sport 
across Europe. It is apparent that the collaboration across the 
three sports aligns with the following EU objectives for sport6:

• Encourage physical and mental fitness: e.g. Providing an entry 
route into sports and providing facilities and infrastructure

• Foster a sense of social inclusion and to eliminate racism 
and to create gender equality: e.g. Programmes encouraging 
participation of all societal groups, including marginalised groups

• Promote greater participation in sport through physical education 
programmes: e.g. Providing an entry route into sports, providing 
facilities and infrastructure and running community programmes

The three code partnership 
activity also aligns with the 
key topics identified in the 
European Union Work Plan for 
Sport8, including the following:

• Protection and safeguarding 
of minors: training of 
volunteers and child 
protection workshops

• Gender equality: facilitating 
and encouraging female 
participation

• Health enhancing physical 
activity: encouraging 

 healthy lifestyles
• Education, training, 

employment and volunteering 
providing skills training, 
volunteer opportunities and 
pathways to employment

It is recognised that the 
European Union has been a 
great support of sport in this 
region. As well as sports related 
European funding, for example 
the Erasmus+9  programme, the 
European Union has provided 

WORKING WITH LOCAL
GOVERNMENT TO DELIVER 
POLICY PRIORITIES

WORKING WITH
EUROPE TO DELIVER
POLICY PRIORITIES

and from Councils in the three 
border counties (Donegal, 
Cavan and Monaghan).

The event highlighted the 
alignment of key priorities of 
local government and how the 
three Associations can deliver 

6http://ec.europa.eu/sport/policy/societal_role/index_en.htm
7“A Sporting Chance: Evaluation of Promoting Equality, Tackling Poverty and Social Exclusion
through Sport” by Deloitte, December 2014
8http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:42014Y0614%2803%29
9http://ec.europa.eu/sport/opportunities/sport_funding/index_en.htm

‘SPORT AND THE COMMUNITY’ - COUNCIL CEO EVENT, JUNE 2015
on these. It also showcased 
the power of sport to deliver 
positive social messages as 
well as act as a significant 
economic driver. There is 
substantial potential for the 
three codes to work closely 
with the new Super Councils 
in the future to achieve 
greater impact through sport. 

EUROPE 2020 – 
THE ROLE WHICH SPORT CAN PLAY

One of the flagship Initiatives of the Europe 2020 policy is 
the “European Platform against Poverty”. The aim is to ensure 
economic, social and territorial cohesion by combating poverty 
and social exclusion, enabling those experiencing poverty and 
exclusion to live in dignity and take an active part in society. 
Working in partnership the three codes have demonstrated 
they can reach into communities and involve people who may 
otherwise not have the access to opportunities to become 
involved in society in a meaningful and sustainable way.7

substantial investment tailored 
to the region via its PEACE 
and INTERREG programmes.  
The qualities embedded in the 
partnership between the Irish 
FA, Ulster GAA and Ulster Rugby 
indicate they are well placed to 
support delivery of key European 
policy goals. Given the innovative 
collaboration and its societal 
context, there are likely lessons 
for regions and sporting bodies 
across Europe to learn from.

COLLABORATIVE 
CASE STUDY: 
VOLUNTEER 
APPRECIATION
Government and the 
Governing Bodies all recognise 
the economic and social 
importance of volunteering. 
The three codes meet annually 
to provide ‘Goldmark’ awards 
to young volunteers who have 
made a major contribution. This 
is the culmination of a process 
of training and mentoring of 
the volunteers. In March 2014 
some 50 young people across 
17 clubs were recognised for 
completion of between 50 
and 200 hours of volunteering. 
The participants were asked 
to say what involvement in 
‘Goldmark’ had meant to them 
and what they had got out of 
it. The participants stated they 
acquired life and social skills, 
improved self-esteem and 
confidence, and material
for CVs.
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The Irish FA, Ulster GAA and Ulster Rugby are taking 
meaningful steps to work with one another so that 
they can better achieve their strategic goals. This 
commitment to working with one another includes:

l The leadership of the governing bodies working 
collectively to engage with European, central and 
local government on key issues

l A commitment to collectively identify, develop and 
realise opportunities to deliver more in partnership 
with European, central and local government and 
with other stakeholders

l Supporting initiatives, such as Game of 3 Halves or 
joint training and development opportunities that 
can be delivered collaboratively at grassroots levels

LOOKING FORWARD:
A COMMITMENT
TO COLLABORATE
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