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“Sport means all forms of physical activity which through casual or organised 
participation, aim at expressing or improving physical fitness and wellbeing, 
forming social relationships or obtaining results in competitions at all levels” ( 
Council of Europe, 2001 and quoted in the Sport 21 2003-2007 Strategy, 
produced by sportscotland on behalf of Scottish sport). 
 
Introduction 
 
If the above is what the Scottish government aspire to achieve, this paper questions 
why facilities across Scotland, that are capable of providing  this,  are sub-standard 
and being threatened with replacement by new housing and supermarkets.  It gives 
the example of Meadowbank  Sports Stadium, which continues to fight off 
developers, whilst  providing sporting facilities for athletes and the general population 
from East, Mid and West Lothian and being used frequently as a national facility for 
both training and competition. It also draws attention to the plight of Ayrshire ice-
skaters and to the loss of other green spaces and sporting facilities, putting this in 
the context of the issue of obesity in Scotland and international research.  This paper 
follows a petition lodged by Chris Gallacher on behalf of Save Meadowbank 
campaigners.  
 
Petition Meadowbank: 
 
The petition called on the Scottish parliament to urge the Scottish Government to: 
1. Clarify how the commitment to ensure a local, regional and national lasting 

legacy from the 2014 Commonwealth Games for the promotion of sport and 
healthy living can be delivered in light of recent decisions by particular local 
authorities to decrease provision of local, regional and national level sports 
facilities? 

2.  It asked how the Scottish Government will engage with local authorities on this?  
3. And how it will provide adequate funding to ensure that the existing range and 

level of sports facilities is not diminished through, for example, their sale for 
private housing? 

 
The National Picture: 
 
These questions were asked with respect to the Scottish governments,’   ‘Vision for 
Scotland:’ 

• Decisions about public funding of sport should be informed by valid and 
reliable evidence and based upon clearly understood criteria.  That is later 
interpreted as  “Good facilities and resources must be available and 
accessible to bring people into sports participation and encourage those that 
do, to do it more often” (Sport 21, 2003-2007, p49) 

• There is clear evidence that many public sports facilities require extensive 
maintenance and refurbishment  in terms of extending sporting opportunities, 
(Sport 21, 2003-2007, p49) 

• The priority is making sports halls more available and closer to people’s 
homes (Sport 21, 2003-2007, p49)  
 



And yet, targets at national level often get lost when translated into action by local 
authorities.  Meadowbank (PE1205), Ayrshire ice-skaters (PE1173) and information 
researched by Erica Woollcombe , which refer to the Royal Caledonian Curling Club 
and Scottish Ice Rinks Association (PE1138) all include examples of local authorities 
not fulfilling their obligations, in terms of provision and maintenance of services and 
therefore, abusing their statutory requirements.  With reference to Meadowbank, the 
threat of new housing and Ayrshire ice-skaters, new housing or supermarket 
developments, in the place of local facilities, has been a reality that local 
communities have had to defend against. 
 
Already the East of Edinburgh has lost:   

1. Hawkhill Playing Fields 
2.  Royal High School Playing fields, 
3. Various bowling greens 
4. Leith Links tennis courts 
5. Leith Links putting green 
6.  Pilrig Putting Green 
7.  Meadowbank tennis courts 
8.  City park 
9.  Powderhall 

i. And Pending: 
10.  Pitz Portobello  
11.  Leith Waterworld   – this is the only family swimming pool in Edinburgh and 

there are no plans to replace it once it has gone.  As the Capital of Scotland 
this is a rather sad message to be sending out to the world. 

12. Meadowbank Stadium:   where a stadium, sports centre and velodrome were 
built to provide a lasting legacy for the people of Edinburgh and Scotland.  
The facility hosted the 1970 and 1986 Commonwealth Games and is used 
regularly by hundreds of sporting clubs, schools and has thousands of users 
from all ages of the community. 

 
Meadowbank 
 
Decisions the Council have been making about Meadowbank Sports Stadium seem 
to be designed to confuse the very public that has fought to keep it. On the outside 
everything appears fine and news that Meadowbank will be funded for the next six 
years has been welcomed.  However, on the inside, the scale of deterioration will 
take a lot more than the allocated council allowance to maintain the sports stadium, 
let alone ensure a legacy for the next generation. It will not be refurbished to a 
modern standard in line with the national strategy for sport and so, will not be “widely 
available to all.”  
 
Local people, in the form of the Save Meadowbank Campaigners, have already 
rallied to stop Meadowbank being re-located to Sighthill, on the outskirts of the city.  
Despite this, in May 2008, Edinburgh Council voted to sell at least one third of the 
land at Meadowbank for housing and build a scaled down sports centre that would 
offer less than two thirds of the existing sports facilities.   
The community feels betrayed by this decision and not supported by their elected 
representatives. Indeed, before the May 2007 elections, SNP Councillor Stefan 
Tymkewycz issued a joint statement with local MSP Kenny MacAskill that criticised 
Labour for reducing facilities. The statement read: “What we need is more public 
facilities not less … The local SNP totally disagree with the policy of selling our 
public spaces. If we lose more of our parks and open spaces for housing or other 



development they will be lost to us forever. We will continue the campaign to 
maintain our public facilities. They must be preserved for the use of all the 
community.” Now in office, both representatives have radically changed their outlook. 
 
Gavin Strang, Dec 2008, said that he had never come across a planning issue that 
has aroused so much opposition.  He talked of Meadowbank being a key central 
asset for future generations. And yet, the agreement to maintain it has not been 
made on these grounds: 
 

• The decision has only been made because of a shortfall in funding of £12m 
• A council report also stated that training facilities would be needed for the 

2012 Olympics and the 2014 Commonwealth Games  
• An increase in funding to Edinburgh Leisure by the Council in 2008, the 

operator of Edinburgh’s main sport and leisure facilities was meant to show, 
as stated by Deirdre Brock, a City Sports Leader, that the Council, “continue 
to provide excellent services as Edinburgh strives to become the most 
physically active city in Europe by 2020” (Evening News, 14 Feb, 2009) A 
closer look at the figures behind the decisions and it is obvious that the reality 
on the ground feels somewhat different. 
 

• Maintaining quality services and a lasting legacy does not appear high on the 
agenda of the local authority.  Funding to keep Meadowbank running has 
been slashed from the council’s official recommendation that £11.9m was 
needed to keep the facility operational to a mere £1.25m being allocated. 

 
In the words of the Green Councillor Alison Johnstone on the 20th November, 2008, 
at a meeting of full council, “Delaying the project makes sense, cancelling the sale of 
the land would make even more sense.  How can leave £1.25m in the Meadowbank 
bank account be described as prudent?”  
 
National strategy mis-match 
 
This and the loss of other sports facilities across the country is not in fitting with the 
Scottish Office targets ‘Towards a Healthier Scotland:”  
   

• Level 2: lack of exercise and poor diet are inextricably linked 
 

• If tackling inequalities in health is the overall aim of the Scottish Government, 
then not planning to maintain public sporting facilities can only help to 
increase obesity in the population; note that secondary schools were the least 
likely in the recent Sports Scotland survey to provide two hours of PE per 
week.  If this group is not supported to do exercise in the community then the 
detrimental effects of no exercise increase.  With the large amounts of girls 
opting out of PE, due to a lack of choice, this concern is increased. 
 

Already Scotland is struggling with the effects of the obesity epidemic.  Prevention 
from an early age is needed but this can only be tackled by recognising that not only 
diet but also physical activity need to be addressed.  The Child Health Surveillance 
Programme among Scottish Children, born in 2001, reveals that 21% were 
overweight by three and a half years of age, 9% were obese and 4% were severely 
obese.  These levels are higher than those expected for the UK as a whole. With 
obesity in childhood being a significant factor in predicting risk in adulthood, the huge 
impact on the NHS can be foreseen, with an increase in cardiovascular problems 



such as hypertension, increased cholesterol and diabetes- two complications, not 
forgetting the psychological links. 

 
The previous Scottish Health Surveillance Survey (1998) noted that overall activity 
levels decline with age. The investment being made at primary level must continue 
through secondary and into adult life, if obesity prevention is to work.   This will mean 
that service providers will have to reach their potential and constraints overcome. For 
example: 
 

• Within Education: physical activity working across the Curriculum for 
Excellence, to ensure that two hours per week is achievable  through pro-
active teacher support, linking to support with health weeks and strong links 
with Active School Co-ordinators 

• Edinburgh Leisure: constraints of budget cuts from the Council rectified and 
solutions to providing cheaper facilities so that schools are not paying three 
times the amount they spend for school facility-use, when utilising a 
community facility.  Analysis of how this fits with Edinburgh Leisure’s 
charitable status and tax benefits to local authorities, for example, through the 
role of Development Officers 

 
This will involve a more co-ordinated approach to investment in physical activity, with 
public facilities that are easily accessible to all ages, abilities and sectors of the 
community.  This is what the Scottish government has signed up to do  and it is vital 
if they are to ensure that young people take up a physical activity, enjoy it and  
continue to participate into adult life. 
 
Evidence internationally: 

 
Evidence internationally is supportive of this and Australia appears to take the lead in 
prevention research.  Obesity is a not only a national, but a global epidemic, with the 
USA and Australia coping with more than 50% of their adult populations overweight 
or obese (Bell, 2008) and much has been written about how to address the health 
implications it poses.  Health promotion research on obesity points to success 
through, “multiple strategies across multiple settings” (Bell,2008) and this is reflected 
well  in the community based prevention programmes established throughout 
Australia that have focused on building the ability of communities to eat healthily and 
take part in physical activity.  The Sentinel Site for Obesity Prevention, for example, 
has built partnerships between the regional university, health, education and local 
government agencies.   Finland, a country not unlike Scotland in climate and size, 
has already provided a wealth of research, from its North Karelia project.  This was 
set up as a primary prevention pilot project to tackle the country’s coronary heart 
disease rates.  Rolled out across the whole country it was successful in reducing an 
epidemic of Coronary heart disease (Bell, 2008). 

 
A survey in Canada showed a causal link between green school grounds and the 
choice of play available to children, “Of particular significance is the potential to 
encourage moderate and light levels of physical activity by increasing the range of 
enjoyable, non competitive open-ended forms of play at school,” (Dyment J E, 2008) 
The study concluded that having green school grounds should be part of a strategy 
to address obesity and overweight issues.    
 
International Evidence in the Scottish Context 
 



And yet , Meadowbank , used by schools in Edinburgh for additional sports facilities, 
where green spaces are already limited, cannot be used to its full potential because, 
for example, the charges that the schools are expected to pay are too high  and its 
long-term status is questionable.  Putting that in the context of the fact that other 
green spaces have been reduced dramatically, the continuity and choice of physical 
activity that young people require over a long period of time, to ensure that they 
continue physical activity into adulthood , seems unachievable,(Child and Adolescent 
Research Unit, Edinburgh University, 2004).   If this is reflective of other regions, 
then Scotland will struggle to reach its national target of 80% of all children aged 16 
and under to have reached the minimum targets for exercise by 2020, (sport21, 
2003-2007 strategy). 
 
Gender and deprivation factors 

 
 This is even more apparent when analysed in the context of gender: boys and 
exercise; those in poorer areas are less likely to have participated than those in more 
affluent areas.  With 11% less girls taking part in PE for sixty minutes or more 
(Scottish Evidence Based Child Health Unit, 1998) the need to find ways to 
encourage girls and boys to increase their physical activity is paramount.  A study 
using process evaluation of pilot studies in four schools for girls in the USA to 
prevent the reduction of physical activity showed that a multi-faceted school and 
community approach could achieve this.  This is also reflected in other studies for 
both genders and different age-groups, (Bell, 2008) and with respect to the need for 
green areas to provide adequate choice across all levels of abilities, (Dyment, J.E, 
2008). This is particularly relevant in the context of increased computer and TV 
screen use with age, totalling up to four hours a day in the older teen age-group, 
(Scottish Evidence Based Child Health Unit, 2001).  Taking away sporting 
opportunities in areas of deprivation only further negates the chances that any of 
these outcomes being turned around.  
 
Even more worrying is the knowledge that an increase in criminal activity could be 
the adverse result of the social exclusion of young people from the sporting 
opportunities that Meadowbank and other facilities have provided. This is particularly 
worrying given the current gang problems already apparent in the Lochend and 
Restalrig areas adjoining Meadowbank.  If this is the situation in Edinburgh the 
cumulative effect across Scotland can also be assumed.  
 
With the ‘Credit Crunch’ also bringing with it an increase in unemployed and long 
term unemployed, the consequent increase in mental health issues will be less likely 
to be dealt with if there are no adequate community sports facilities where the public 
can meet and exercise.   
 
Papers submitted at the Health and Sport Committee 
 
These issues are inextricably linked to other papers presented at the Health and 
Sport Committee meeting of 25/02/09: 

 
• Downsizing of facilities (Supplementary evidence Nat. Physical Activity 

Strategy Review Group] 
 

• Current working definitions of physical literacy: M. Whitehead, 2007, 
“motivation, confidence, physical competence, understanding and knowledge 
to maintain physical activity at an individual appropriate level throughout life.”  



Whitehead argues that this will increase the quality of life of an individual 
providing an increase in self esteem, self confidence, better self expression, 
heightened communication skills and understanding of the need for exercise, 
better sleep and nutrition:  all combining to support the Scottish Office targets 
for health. This also highlights the need for adequate choice and support from 
school through to the community from a very young age.   
 

• Jess, 2004: consistency is needed between the school and community as 
children don’t develop the basic moves that are the basis of physical activity 
without being offered a range of opportunities, with different adults, over an 
extended period of time 
 

‘The National strategy for Sport’ has a target of 70% of the population being involved 
in sport at least once a week, by 2020.  If the council continues to run down the 
sporting facilities in the Capital city of Edinburgh and across the country, then the 
possibilities for achieving this look bleak and the likely increase in morbidity, mortality 
and crime seem more imminent.  The recognition that a multi-faceted approach at 
community and strategy level could ensure that quality sports facilities are available 
and accessible.  These will increase the take-up of physical activity because people 
will be given the opportunity to find a sport that they enjoy and will then be more 
likely to increase the amount and quality of their participation. 

 
The Way Forward: 
 

• Funding could be ring fenced and integrated in part with, for example, the 
health budget,  to ensure that Councils don’t reduce sporting facilities but 
recognise the positive impact of sport on their community’s well-being as a 
whole 
 

• An ‘Act of Parliament’ to ensure that local authorities respect the rights of 
citizens to green spaces and public sporting facilities 
 

• A working group made up of professional sporting bodies and  local 
community to ensure that the decisions about sporting facilities made by local 
authorities are in the best interests of the communities they are elected to 
serve 
 

• A tiered funding strategy could be overseen by a working group 
 

• The setting up of a multi faceted pilot project similar to those in Victoria, 
Australia, and Finland, that provided a continuum between school, health, 
community, supported by local authorities and co-ordinated by a health 
promotion department, that could be rolled out across the country to reduce 
morbidity and mortality whilst  increasing physical activity throughout 
communities  
 

• The Scottish Government ensuring that it uses the asset of Meadowbank 
appropriately and safely and maintains other green spaces 
 

• At grass roots level an example of multi-agency working  already in place:  
Telford College sports department  uses  Meadowbank at the same time as 
local schools and Active  Schools  benefit from their tutor support  
 



• Finding ways to ensure that sporting facilities can be accessed when needed 
by local schools at minimum costs to ensure that the two hours per week 
target activity per child is quality  and of cost-benefit to all those concerned.  
An ideal would be that public schools are subsidised totally (i.e. free sports) 
when using public sports facilities, or, at a minimum, for example, from 3pm to 
5pm. 
 

• Finding ways to ensure that service providers reach their optimum standard of 
community provision through ‘civic professionalism.’ 
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