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GAA Social Initiative

General Information and Briefing Note

1.   
Background.   The GAA Social Initiative arose as a result of President Mary McAleese and her husband, Martin, noticing an absence of older men in attendance at official functions during their many visits to local communities over the years.  They established a Forum (See Annex A) in 2007 consisting of selected older men – leading academics, health and social care professionals, service providers and local and national representatives - to explore the reasons why some older men are, for various reasons, no longer participating in local community life.  President McAleese followed up the Forum by forming a Committee to advise her on the best way to progress the ideas that had emerged at the Forum and, in particular, to identify a mechanism that would facilitate her ambition to contribute to a greater engagement by older men in society.  This Committee
 concluded that the most effective way to achieve the President’s objectives was to use the existing GAA network.  The GAA was approached because of its unequalled reach into all sections of society, its culture of volunteerism and its strong identification with communities throughout the island of Ireland.

3. GAA Social Initiative.  President McAleese subsequently invited the GAA to implement some of the ideas from the forum and arising from this, The ‘GAA Social Initiative’ was born.  As a first step, four individuals
 volunteered to organise a series of social activities in their respective counties.  These were considered a success and the response from the participants convinced the GAA that there was sufficient potential in the concept to pursue it further.  However, it also emerged that a county-based initiative had inherent limitations and this and other considerations led the GAA authorities to review the concept in 2009.  The Review Report made a number of recommendations that have since been implemented:

a. The ‘GAA Social Initiative’ has been re-launched as a club-based, island-wide project utilising the GAA club network as a vehicle to engage older men in local community life.  While the Project is being promoted directly through the clubs, the Provincial and County structures are being utilised as appropriate.
b.      A discrete stand-alone organisation has been established in the form of a Charitable Trust to implement the project.  The Trust has employed a dedicated Project Manager and external funding has been sourced.
c.      A Board of Directors has been established comprising,  Uachtarán Cumann Lúthchleas Gael, Criostóir Ó Cuana, Ard-Stiúrthóir CLG, Páraic Duffy and Dr Martin McAleese to oversee the implementation of the scheme.  The Directors are supported by an Advisory Board comprised of significant and relevant State and Community representatives
.  The individuals involved reflect the broad-based nature of the Initiative and its provenance as a non-GAA concept. 
d.      President McAleese has agreed to act as Patron to the Initiative.
e.      The Project Manager (Seán Kilbride) is located in Croke Park in order to maintain a visible link with Cumann Luthchleas Gael and has been provided with administrative support.

f. An appropriate ‘Brand’ is being developed that projects a positive image to all participants and potential sponsors.  A Logo has been selected (see Annex B) to reflect the core values of the Initiative.  While the Cumann Lúthchleas Gael position at the core of the initiative is vital as a means of motivating GAA volunteers to support the Initiative, it will not be positioned in such a way as to exclude other community and sporting organisations, whose participation in the project is to be encouraged in line with the inclusive ethos of the Initiative.
 Objective.  It is the objective of the GAA Social Initiative to provide older men with a social outlet that will facilitate their full engagement in community life.  It is also hoped that by orienting the concept towards men in general and attracting men of all ages to become involved either as volunteers or participants, this social outlet will prevent vulnerable men from lapsing into social isolation in the future.  

4. Pilot Project.  A Pilot Project is being conducted as a first step in the implementation of the Initiative.  This now involves 92
 clubs who have volunteered to lead the way in organising social activities and events for men in their areas. The Initiative is not meant to be exclusive to GAA members and all men within the club areas will be made welcome.  

5. Role of the GAA.  The GAA clubs will use club facilities and recruit volunteers from throughout the community to organise the various activities. Volunteers will be sought from all areas within club areas – including those with no previous GAA involvement.  GAA clubs are encouraged to develop relationships with other sporting and cultural organisations in their respective areas.

6.     Suggested Social Activities.  See Annex C.

7.      Partnerships.   There are many interested parties in both jurisdictions that share the common objective of enhancing mens’ social engagement either as an end in itself or as a means of achieving related objectives.  Such parties are to be found, inter alia, at Government level, among Statutory bodies, in voluntary community organisations and within age-related organisations.  All potential partners are being identified at present with a view to developing mutually-beneficial relationships.
8.     Progress to Date.  The following is a summary of progress in both the concept itself and the Pilot Project:

a. GAA Social Initiative Concept.

· The legal establishment of the Charitable Trust is complete;
· A Draft Strategic Plan has been prepared and submitted to the Directors and Advisory Board;

· An Action Plan for the second phase (post-Pilot Project) of the Initiative is to be prepared in the near future;

· Contact has been made with potential partners such as:  HSE; Garda Síochána; relevant Age Organisations; Pobal; IFA; Sports Council/Sports Federation; Irish Heart Foundation; Rural Community Network; Mens’ Groups Network; Men’s Shed Forum; Aontas.

· Provincial Councils have been briefed;

· Press Releases have been issued to all media outlets and numerous interviews conducted.  This will continue on an ongoing basis as part of a planned Communications Strategy;
· A separate section has been developed on the GAA website for the Social Initiative.  This will shortly include a Discussion Forum; 

· The inaugural meeting of the Advisory Board has been completed;

· Provincial Councils and County Boards have been asked to nominate Provincial Representatives and County Co-ordinators respectively.

b.      Pilot Project (Phase 1)
· Ninety Two (92) clubs have volunteered to participate in the Pilot Project;
· A Seminar/Workshop has been conducted involving club representatives of the Pilot Project clubs;

· Clubs are in the process of establishing club sub-committees and will begin identifying potential participants and organising social activities in the November/December period;

· As an incentive, clubs involved in the Pilot Project will be presented with special Certificates.  One club will be selected for a President’s Award by Uachtarán CLG, Criostóir Ó Cuana.
9.      Phase 2 Planning.   Concurrently with the conduct of Phase 1, the planning for Phase 2 will begin shortly.  Overall, the objective in this phase will be to increase the number of clubs participating to between 5 – 10 clubs per county.  In order to achieve that objective and to prepare for the consequences of the increased numbers involved, the following actions are planned:

a. Maximise the publicity surrounding the Pilot Project in order to attract the required additional clubs to participate; 
b. Convince other clubs by the quality of the activities and the reaction by participants of the benefits of being involved; 
c. Pilot Project clubs have been asked to include neighbouring clubs in some of their activities;
d. Continue the development of partner relationships and exploit existing resources on the ground;

e. The Project Manager will visit Pilot Project activities and, where possible,  Uachtarán CLG will attend;
f. Develop an organisational structure of County Co-ordinators and Provincial Representatives and exploit their capacity to make more regular contact with clubs – an Ulster Representative is in place already;
g. Analyse the funding implications of appointing Club Co-ordinators and Provincial Representatives.
10.  Conclusion.   The GAA Social Initiative has been successfully launched and, so far, has exceeded expectations.  There is a clear recognition of its need and potential but, ultimately, it will require dedicated volunteers on the ground to guarantee its final success; the indications to date are that the necessary goodwill towards the Initiative exists within the GAA.  The next phase is critical as it involves a significant increase in numbers and a consequential organisational structure to meet the new demands.











Annex A
The Forum.

1. The President hoped that the Forum would provide an opportunity for the participants to:
· Hear the voices and stories of older men and their views on why older men are less likely to join in;

·     Highlight related national and international research findings;

· Acknowledge examples of initiatives currently providing support to older men;

· Elicit ideas from participants on how social engagement by older men could be encouraged and how worthwhile initiatives might be disseminated and duplicated nationwide.
2. In addressing the Forum, President McAleese remarked that, “everyone has the right to a full and fulfilling life” and that, most importantly, we need “a social life to give us fun, good memories, something to look forward to, opportunities to express ourselves and to develop ourselves and our interests”.  She referred to the similarities in the needs, stories and experiences of men and women but also that the significant and important differences must be recognized and that the reasons for the marked absence of older men at social events must be explored and mechanisms to increase their participation and engagement identified.
3. The older men at the Forum shared their personal stories, the reasons they felt men were reluctant to join social gatherings and what they thought would encourage men to join more frequently.  They identified a number of factors which would support local engagement by older men, including:

· Strong leadership in the community;

· A specific event to which men could be invited;

· A personal invitation;

· An approach which accords respect and dignity to the older person;

· Ongoing companionship and support;

· The need for perseverance in building sustainable contact.











Annex B
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The symbol visually associates the influence of the GAA with the dropping of a stone in water.

The concentric circles spread outwards beyond the initial point of contact.

As with the stone, the GAA connects with and influences an increasing circle of people.









Annex C
Suggested Social Activities

The following is a menu of suggested activities that clubs have been asked to consider when deciding what to organise in the clubs.  Many of the ideas emerged from club representatives during a Croke Park Workshop (16 October 2010).
1.      Social Gatherings.  Simple social gatherings either in the evening or, even, as some clubs are doing, in the morning/afternoon.  For instance, in the latter case, some clubs are holding weekly breakfast mornings that are proving very successful.  In the case of evening events, clubs are organising various themed evenings, such as card nights, bingo and quizzes that have a traditional and well-established following.  In many cases, mens’ groups just want the opportunity to meet for a chat.

2.      Outings.  Clubs are already organising outings for the older men in their clubs and, invariably, they are greatly appreciated by those involved.  Such outings can vary from a visit to local points of interest to the regional capital, to Dublin and a tour of Croke Park itself.  The clubs themselves have suggested outings to zoos, beaches, cities, races, agricultural shows, parks and exhibitions.

3.      Attending Games.  Many of the men involved will have played in the past and may have ceased attending games for one reason or another.  Efforts could be made to reignite an interest in the local club team and, indeed, the county team by organising trips to club and county games.  If possible, clubs should consider establishing relationships with other clubs in the Initiative - both inside and outside their own county - with a view to organising exchange visits between club groups.  Also, clubs should consider attending other sporting codes in line with the inclusive nature of the Initiative.

4.      Reunions.  Older men greatly appreciate opportunities to meet up with teams with which they played.  There is a tendency to bring together only successful teams of the past and while their achievements should be fully acknowledged, many ex-players played for their clubs without ever experiencing success; such players also deserve recognition.  For instance, clubs could celebrate players from a particular decade rather than a specific team.

5.      Health-related Activities.  There is an increasing focus on the ageing process and especially in the context of the changing demographic profile of Ireland.  For instance, the Government are in the process of developing a ‘Positive Ageing Strategy’.  Clubs involved in the project are being encouraged to include in their activities a number of items related to older mens’ health.  The most obvious one is of course some appropriate form of exercise.  Many clubs have developed ‘Walkways’ around their pitches/grounds and these are providing a safe environment for older people in general to exercise and an opportunity to participate in club activities.  In addition, some clubs have ‘Walking Groups’ within their structure and for those men who engaged in active sport in the past but who can no longer exercise, this is an excellent option to remain healthy in a social setting.  Clubs who are thinking of developing a Walkway are being encouraged to contact the Irish Heart Foundation which will advice on how to have it certified as an official Slí na Sláinte walkway.  In addition, contact has been made with HSE representatives and it is intended to establish a relationship between the clubs and local HSE bodies, especially the newly-established Primary Care Teams (PCTs) with a view to promoting healthy living and contribute to the Government’s ‘Positive Ageing’ Strategy.

6. Age-Appropriate Games/Sport.  Men in particular appreciate competition and there are a number of suitable games for men who are no longer physically capable of engaging in robust games.  These include golf, fishing, bowls, skittles, boules, boccia, etc.  Such options will be explored in conjunction with age organisations such as Age and Opportunity and Active Retirement. 

7. Themed Events.  There are many options in this category but one that is regularly suggested is that of a Question & Answer session with famous players of all codes – past and present.  Clubs can also use major annual events/dates that offer a suitable opportunity to bring men together such as Christmas, St Patrick’s Day, All-Ireland Final Days.

8. Capacity-building.  Many Mens’ Groups around the country have given the lie to the notion that men are unwilling to learn new skills.  Therefore, it is being suggested that clubs consider this option for inclusion in their programme of activities.  The men involved will also possess many skills already – developed over a lifetime - that may just require updating.  Overall, the men in our club areas retain the capacity to contribute significantly to the community, including to the club itself in areas like pitch/club maintenance, landscaping etc.  Any initiatives in the area of further capacity-building can only be beneficial to the community and the mens’ confidence and facilitate their inclusion and integration into society.

9.    Music Sessions/Talent Competitions/Dancing.  These types of activity are common around the country already and have the potential to be developed further.  Clubs could consider exchange visits between clubs who are interested in this form of entertainment (maybe to coincide with a match).  

10. Community/Club Projects.  As mentioned above, the men involved possess many skills and talents and have the potential still to contribute to community life.  Utilising the mens’ talents, GAA club can  develop projects that will enhance both the clubs themselves and the wider community.

11. History Projects.  Older men have a repository of memories that provide an invaluable reach into our pasts and constitute a vital historical resource.  Clubs are encouraged to take advantage of this resource while it still exists to initiate club and local history projects.  Consideration should be given to conducting this in conjunction with local schools. 
� Members included: Dr Martin McAleese, Nicholas Brennan (Uachtarán CLG), Paraic Duffy (Ard- Stiúrthóir CLG), Maura Grant (Áras an Uachtaráin), Dr. Mick Loftus (Co Mayo), Tony Dempsey (Co. Wexford), Pádraig Walsh President, IFA), Jerry Gunning (IFA), Damien O’Reilly (RTE), John Pierse (South Kerry Development Partnership), Peter Carty (Co. Fermanagh), Mary Nally (Third Age Foundation).


� Dr Mick Loftus (Mayo), Tony Dempsey (Wexford), John Pierse (Kerry) and Peter Carty (Fermanagh).


� Members: Asst. Commissioner John O’Mahoney, Ms. Maura Grant, Mr. Michael Berkery, Ms. Kathleen Stack, Mr. Damien O’Reilly and Prof. Eamon O’Shea. 


� Interest in the Initiative has exceeded expectations and, from an original objective of 30-50 clubs, we now have 92 clubs participating in the Pilot Project with additional clubs still applying.
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