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Introduction

This paper seeks to address some of the assertions made in a report by Pan Leisure Consulting in support of a planning application in respect of Lambs Squash Club.

Background

Clan Estates, the owners of Lambs Squash Club, recently commissioned a report on the Club and its current operation.   This report was complied and published by Pan-Leisure Consulting (PLC) and predominantly comprises analysis and comment on the club itself.

It also considers the club in the wider context of the sport of squash in England in support of its arguments in relation to the club.  It is these comments to which this response is addressed.  

Conclusion

In relation to the wider analysis of squash in England, PLC makes a number of statements and reaches conclusions, both explicit and implied, about the current state of the sport in this country.   Much of this is inaccurate and misleading and in many cases based on data and assumptions that are outdated and incorrect.   It should be added that in doing so PLC did not contact England Squash, as the governing body for the sport in this country, to check, verify or seek comment on the analysis or the conclusions to which they were drawn as a result.  

The result creates a grossly inaccurate picture which does a disservice to a great sport.   Squash in this country has an enormous contribution to the health of the nation and to national pride as it is consistently successful on the international stage.  

Summary

This response is primarily concerned with statements made in Section 3 of the report.    This focuses on “Markets of Relevance” and makes specific comments on the state of the leisure market and squash’s position in the market.  In general terms, England Squash contends that much of the information is out of date, that the analysis is partial and that the conclusions drawn are not critical judgments.    

Squash was identified in 2004 as one of Sport England’s top ten Priority Sports.  After exhaustive research, Sport England selected these ten sports as capable above all others of making a significant contribution to long term goals in respect of increased participation in sport and active recreation as well continuing a long established tradition of World level success.

Detailed Responses

Specific response is needed in respect of the following paragraphs:

3.8
It is suggested that decline in racket sports is more marked in squash than in others.  The table in paragraph 3.7 (Sports Participation in GB 1987 – 2002; Sport England) clearly shows that between 1996 and 2002 – the most significant period in terms of trends - there has been no change in rates of participation in 7 of the 11 sports shown, including squash.   The other 4 sports showed a decrease.  This demonstrates that squash has at least held its own as a mass participation activity.

3.11
The data from Young People and Sport Survey: Trends in Participation 1994-2002 is out of date.  It does not cover the crucial period in which – partly as a response to the finding of the survey – investment in school sport (including squash) has been massively increased.  Squash now features in 136 of the 400 School Sport Partnerships in England and more than 10,000 young people have been involved in England Squash’s Mini Squash programme (measured as playing a minimum of one hour per week) since its launch in the autumn of 2004 – this figure continues to rise as England Squash’s investment in the education sector expands.  Not the activity of a sport in decline.

The significant increase in squash participation both in and out of school is a remarkable achievement when the sport is considered against all others in the table shown. All other sports are very much traditional school sports with many enjoying school site facilities. Very few school facilities have squash courts which makes the growth in squash among young people even more remarkable.

3.12
The landscape has changed immeasurably since 2000.  The recent DCMS commissioned “Taking Part” survey, which was launched in July 2005 indicated that nearly 500,000  people participate in squash at least once every four weeks and that the trend in participation is rising, for both adults and children (also see above). 

There are now 14 Community Sports Coaches and 11 local Squash Development Officers employed exclusively to generate and nurture interest in squash and the development of sustainable relationships between schools and squash clubs.

The England Squash investment is more than matched by local partners including local authorities, County Sports Partnerships and School Sport Partnerships – who together contribute £356,000 towards these coaching and squash development posts.

 3.13/3.14
Conclusions reached about the decline in the numbers of people playing squash are outdated, and take no account of the recent trends (see above).   There is no doubt that the leisure fashion associated with squash (often described as the boom) in the 70s and 80s took the sport to unprecedented levels of participation and that these were not sustained as the market expanded/changed to include activities as keep fit and aerobics.  The reality is that such a level of participation was unlikely to be sustained as more alternatives for indoor, time efficient, fitness opportunities became available. Nonetheless, again, the report chooses to ignore the fact that participation levelled out from 1996 onwards and is now increasing.    

3.17
There is no decline in young people playing the game.  Since 2002, considerable resources have focused on engaging young people into squash through school and community development programmes. Already mentioned is the success of the England Squash Mini Squash programme and the focus placed on squash in schools.

In addition, the England Squash competition programme from grass roots players through to national representation continues to grow. As an example, in 2002 the England Squash Graded Tournament programme hosted 34 junior tournaments with an average 35 players per event. The number of events and players entering has grown steadily to the point where the 2006 calendar hosts just under 100 junior events with an average 60 players taking part. Not a sport in decline.

3.18
The issue of significant overprovision of courts is again a historical one.  In 2000 the governing body had few resources and little opportunity to address the issues of increasing participation and clubs operating at less than full capacity.  Indeed significant activity and increased investment has only been possible over the past three years during which time the governing body has doubled the number of staff, particularly in the area of club development and support and has been able to face down the challenges of under-utilised courts.  However, the 10,000 and more new players to the sport are all going to need somewhere to play.  The stock of courts must be protected as there will be generations of people to play in them.   This also provides the future opportunity for sustainable and robust business plans to be developed to secure and develop the sport of squash.  
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