Do We Have A Regional Sport Strategy?

By Colin Stone, Chief Executive, Sport Hawke’s Bay

Yes, we have a Plan … we just need to fully implement it!

Hawke’s Bay’s recent unsuccessful bid for the New Zealand Cycle Centre of Excellence and Velodrome has created much debate regarding the building of a sporting infrastructure. Many are now calling for the focus to shift onto the development of other important facilities, with the call for a Regional Aquatics Centre high on the regional wish list.  

From my view point, while unsuccessful, the Velodrome bid showed that, as a region, we can work collaboratively and pull significant projects together when the chips are down, remembering of course that the proposed Velodrome funding included contributions from Hastings District Council, Napier City Council, Hawke’s Bay Regional Council, community funders and corporate support from Unison. We have showed that, however convoluted the process may have been, we unify and can act regionally when the pressure is on. 

I am hopeful that this type of regional commitment and collaboration can be the catalyst to drive regional thinking for a number of projects, but in particular for the sports sector.  

What is most important for the sports sector is that we take a regional and strategic view of facility development, based on appropriate regional and community needs and appropriate due diligence. Hawke’s Bay must develop and implement a 10-20 year plan for its regional and strategic sporting infrastructure. This plan should take into account regional needs that complement regional economic and social development opportunities. 

A coordinated, collaborative development of a sporting infrastructure is all well and good, but as a region we also need to understand (and agree on) what the funding model and ongoing operational and asset management costs for a built infrastructure would look like.  

The concept of a facilities “blueprint” was a key part of the Hawke’s Bay Regional Sport and Active Recreation Strategy (2004-2014), but is one of the key objectives that has struggled to gain traction, largely due to the sheer enormity of the task and its potential price tag. In my view, it’s a common sense approach for a provincial region and rating base, and a region with no large capital project funding institutes that benefit some regions, such as Southland and Taranaki.  

So, what has happened to the Hawke’s Bay Regional Sport and Active Recreation Strategy? 

The development of this 10 year plan was led by Sport Hawke’s Bay and supported by Hastings District Council and Napier City Council during 2003/4. The Strategy was published in June 2004. Initial consultation and scoping was financially supported by both Napier and Hastings Councils, with sixty forums/meetings held around the region over a twelve month period. Local Authority officers and senior Sport Hawke’s Bay staff assisted in pulling the strategy together. All four Territorial Authorities and the Hawke’s Bay Regional Council supported the project, with the Regional Council providing a grant of $10,000 in 2005/6 to get implementation underway.  

The Hawke’s Bay Regional Sport and Active Recreation Strategy was framed around the principals of Leadership, Partnership, Coordination, Communication, and the Seeking of Opportunities. It recognized that:
“The Hawke’s Bay region is too small and resources too scarce to enable the provision of sporting and recreational services and facilities to be provided in a manner which reaches sufficient economy of scale. We simply have to develop a regional approach to the provision of facilities and services in order to best provide a coordinated quality sport and recreation infrastructure for our entire region”. 

With fourteen separate objectives, the regional strategy focused on the goal areas of participation growth, the regional development of facilities, regional funding and coordination of resources, and the value of the sector to regional economic and social development. Over the last six years the strategy has achieved some significant successes …

· Development of a Regional Facilities Inventory (2005 and 2010). 
· Connection and resourcing from the health sector into the sport and recreation sector. 
· Strategic collaboration between the tourism sector and the sport sector.  
· Development of the “Come on the Bay” brand and regional sport campaign. 
· More coordinated approach to understanding the economic impact of sports events. 
· Establishment of an Events Equipment Trust. 
· A Maori sport and recreation strategy supported by iwi.
· General understanding of the need to develop facilities that do not compromise or cannibalize existing facilities. 
· Use of the “Push Play” brand as a ‘call to action’. 
· Recent development of a draft regional events strategy that includes sporting events.
Sport and Recreation New Zealand (SPARC) have regarded the successes of the strategy as significant, particularly given the limited resourcing available.

In 2010 Sport Hawke’s Bay, supported by Territorial Authorities, facilitated a review of the strategy by Opus International. This review showed that, despite its successes, the strategy lacked ownership at the political level and had been seen more as a Sport Hawke’s Bay strategy rather than as a regional strategy owned and endorsed by all stakeholders. This was partly due to changes in personnel and ‘champions’ within Territorial Authorities (both politicians and officers), and also because Sport Hawke’s Bay had taken on too much of the strategy itself, in an effort to gain traction. The report also showed that the strategy had been more effective around the areas that Sport Hawke’s Bay could directly affect and influence.

As a result, a working party has been established by the Hawke’s Bay Sport Council made up of politicians and senior officers from all four Territorial Authorities, Hawke’s Bay Regional Council and Sport Hawke’s Bay. The working party, is reviewing the future pathway for the strategy. Through the current annual plan process it is hoped to revitalize, review and revise the strategy, this time with complete regional ownership. 

What is really important is that all stakeholders take ownership for the Hawke’s Bay Regional Sport and Active Recreation Strategy and that the region, and the sector, moves forward together. To ensure we all stay on task, perhaps there is an opportunity to develop a governance group made from senior politicians and local community leaders to ensure the region is ‘held accountable’ for the deliverables. What might we possibly achieve for the sector and for the region if the likes of Graeme Avery, Kevin Atkinson and Neil Edmondson, for example, were part of such a governance group?  

The opportunity for the Cycling Centre of Excellence may have gone, but the region has showed what it can do when it pulls together – we just need a coordinated plan that is proactively and passionately owned by all the major stakeholders! 

One of the key principles of the Strategy is the ‘seeking of opportunity’. Hawke’s Bay will, I believe, miss out on a whole lot of opportunity, if we don’t get it right this time!

