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Background

In recognition of the important role that sports can play in achieving the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the UN Secretary-General convened an Inter-Agency Task Force on Sports for Development and Peace from October 2002 to April 2003, co-chaired by UNICEF Executive Director and the UN Special Adviser to the SG on Sport. The resulting report recommends strategies for governments and UN enities to increase the use of sport in the development agenda, to achieve programme objectives. Several months later, in November 2003, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution on the role of sport as a means to promote health, education,development, and peace.  


“The aim of the United Nations activities involving sport is not the creation of new sporting champions and the development of sport but rather the use of sport in broader development and peace-building activities.” 

UN SG, Kofi Annan  

UNICEF will implement these recommendations byincreasing sports and recreational activities into country programmes, recognizing that sport is both a means to achieve many of UNICEF’s core objectives, as well as an end in itself in ensuring every child’s right to play (Article 31, CRC).  

Health

Sport and physical activity provide young people with physical, social, and mental benefits, thereby improving productivity and psycho-social well-being.  Physical activity is an effective disease prevention method. Physical inactivity a leading public health issue in many countries, and is estimated to cause 1.9 million deaths annually worldwide.  Physical inactivity contributed to $75 billion of medical costs in the U.S. alone in 2000.  U.S. Studies estimate, for example, that $1 spent on physical activity will save over $3 in medical costs.      

In addition to its direct benefits, sport is also used as a communication vehicle to promote healthy lifestyles.  In India, the national cricket team urged fans to “bowl out” polio by vaccinating their children, and the Asian Cricket Council will work with UNICEF in South Asia to ensure “Fair Play for Girls.”   

In Georgia, the annual Children and Youth Football Championship contributes to the promotion of sport activities and the prevention of harmful habits such as tobacco and drug use among children.  

HIV/AIDS

In many countries, sport is being used to raise awareness of HIV/AIDS and to target vulnerable groups such as orphans and out-of-school youth. Sport can tackle factors that contribute to the spread of HIV/AIDS by providing knowledge, life skills, access to services, and safe and supportive environments.   

In Kenya, 1,700 residents of Kwale participated in a full-day football tournament “Kick AIDS out of Kwale” to promote girls’ empower-ment and to increase awareness of HIV/AIDS.

The “Sports for Life” programme in Honduras addresses HIV/AIDS prevention through the vehicle of an organized football league.  It has been successful in reducing school drop-out rate, street gangs, and HIV/AIDS among adolescents, promoting family integration, and improving child health.

Education

Sport is a “school for life” and teaches children and youth such life lessons as the value of fair play, cooperation, teamwork, respect for self and others, and positive competition.  Participation in school sport programs has been linked to higher percentages of children staying in school, and to increased learning retention rates.  One study found that children who do at least five hours of physical activity per week achieve better marks in the classroom than those who are active for less than one hour.  

Physical education is an important component of a well-rounded curriculum because it teaches young people to respect the body by staying active, to adopt a healthy lifestyle and to avoid the dangers of drugs, tobacco, and sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV/AIDS.   

Many countries are incorporating sports in promoting the importance of education, particularly for girls.  In Zimbabwe, the Youth Education through Sports programme encourages girls to stay in school and to contribute to their communities as positive rol models.  

Gender

The skills and values learned through sport are particularly important for girls.  Sport gives girls the chance to be leaders, and to improve their confidence.  Given that sport is traditionally a male domain, girls’ participation help to promote gender equality by breaking down stereotypes.  

Movies such as “Bend it like Beckham” has increased the popularity of football for girls. In response, Bhutan is creating the first ever women’s football league, supporting efforts to achieve gender parity in education and to develop female role models.  Sport tournaments for girls and women in many countries are helping to promote gender equality in sports. The development of girls’ leagues will allow for their increased access to play.      

By building confidence and providing new opportunities, sport offers girls protection and increases the likelihood of future success.  Studies by the U.S.-based Women’s Sports Foundation show that in comparing female athletes and non-athletes, athletes are three times more likely to graduate from high school, 92% less likely to become involved with drugs, and 80% less likely to become pregnant.  

Protection

Sport provides a safe space for children and adolescents, and promotes healthy alternatives to drug, tobacco, and alcohol.  Through participation in sports, children can develop a sense of belonging, develop relationships with peers and adults, and learn team-building skills.  For vulnerable children, sports can help provide structure and keep young people off the streets.  

In Brazil, adolescents in trouble with the law play football, and learn judo and gymnastics in detention centers.  Sport is allowing them to channel their aggression in positive ways.   

In Sierra Leone, sport is used to help former child soldiers reintegrate into society by providing them with safe and supportive environments, structure, and a sense of connectedness to others.  

Peace 

Sport is a universal language, and when used appropriately, can bridge  divides.  It can therefore be a powerful tool to promote peace.  Sport programs in post-conflict areas can be crucial in the rehabilitation process.  Sport can offer a sense of normalcy, restore a semblance of order and structure, and help to rebuild trust in others.  

Sport programs also offer refugees cope with the trauma of displacement, offering a venue for expression and even fostering communication between refugees and host communities.
In Somalia, UNICEF is working towards promoting peace through programs that train youth in conflict resolution skills and sport-peace tournaments.    

During the Kosovo crisis in 1999, young Albanians organized sports tournaments in six refugee camps and helped to integrate newly arrived families and raised awareness about landmines.     


“Sport is a practical and a cost-effective means to assist the UN system in achieving the MDGs.  Sport is not a luxury, but an extraordinary tool that can be used to achieve development and peaceful goals.”  - UNICEF Executive Director Carol Bellamy
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