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belonging to a broader community. This sense of belonging 
cannot be understated; amongst other things, being part of 
an inclusive community can decrease the vulnerability of 
young people to recruitment by terrorists, street gangs, and 
other negative influences.

Sport as a unifying tool that can reconnect societies, was 
echoed by Paul Wel in his personal reflections on living in 
South Sudan, “I grew up with war; I was born in war. Sport 
has created a space for us where we can all meet, people 
from different neighbourhoods, different tribes, religions 
and contexts. My experience therefore is that sport really 
helps build peace… [The idea is that] instead of having a gun 
they [children and youth] will hold a ball.” Paul spoke at 
length about his experiences during the partition of Sudan, 
and ongoing violence in South Sudan, and credited sport 
for occupying the time and mind of children and youth who 
may otherwise have seen different fates.

The panellists went on to talk about how sport can be played 
in a variety of locations, from schoolyards to local streets, 
often at no financial cost. Sport venues, whether purpose-
built or improvised spaces, act as neutral locations or “safe 
spaces”, with pre-defined rules and set codes of behaviour 
pertaining to the specific sport or sport-based game. A 
participant’s economic, social, or political standing disappear 
in this “safe space”, and a group’s rituals and customs are set 
aside in favour of a new code of conduct. As was alluded to 
by Mercia Takavarasha, sport, international or indigenous 
varieties, and sport-based games, held in such “safe spaces” 
with set rules, allow for learning and transitional change 
amongst groups. Moreover, in the controlled setting that is 

Agreeing to the definition of peace as the absence of violent 
conflict, the panellists identified sport as an accessible 
medium that serves to mentally and physically unite a broad 
array of audiences in a broad array of contexts. According to 
Lama Hattab, if well facilitated, “Sport can be used to bridge 
gaps within communities. Sport creates a safe space that 
can break the negative images communities might have of 
one another.” In other words, sport can contribute to the 
reconstructing of communities. Sport allows social contact 
between communities in which relationships have been 
severed through war and other forms of destructive conflict. 
Within communities, sport can help individuals overcome 
negative images and stereotypes about those who have 
different abilities, religions, and backgrounds, creating an 
opportunity to build acceptance and tolerance. More 
broadly, sport can develop within individuals a sense of 
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The United Nations Inter-Agency Taskforce on Sport 
for Development and Peace (2003) defines sport as 
“all forms of physical activity that contribute to physical 
fitness, mental well-being and social interaction. These 
include: play; recreation; organised, casual or competitive 
sport; and indigenous sports or games.” Acknowledging 
that sport is competitive and cooperative, international 
and indigenous, and promotes mental and physical 
health, the question at the centre of this panel discussion 
was, is sport a useful approach to peace building? And 
more specifically, what are the specific advantages and 
disadvantages to such a medium?

http://The United Nations Inter-Agency Taskforce on Sport for Development and Peace (2003)
http://The United Nations Inter-Agency Taskforce on Sport for Development and Peace (2003)


required for sport and sport-based games, individuals can 
learn tolerance, cooperation and fairness in a safe and 
appealing manner.

However, alongside highlighting the positive contribution 
sport can make to peace building, the panellists were in 
unison on the fact that sport can encourage competition 
and breed hostilities. According to Zahid Johnson, “sport has 
many good sides but also many bad ones. If not facilitated 
properly, it can lead to violence.” Sport in its purest form can 
pit groups against one another and encourage aggressive 
and exclusive behaviour. If not facilitated and refereed 
carefully, sport can result in verbal and physical violence. 
Thus, the panellists categorised all competitive forms of 
sport, professional and non-professional, as ineffective 
mediums of peace building. This was expanded upon by 
Lama Hattab who spoke of “pure sport” as a tool capable of 
further marginalising communities – for example, women, 
seniors and persons with a disability. Rather, the panellists 
specified that, when talking about sport for peace, “sport-
based games” or “carefully facilitated sport” must be 
distinguished from competitive sport. Sport, when used as a 
vehicle for peace building, should be designed for specific 
audiences and facilitated taking specific parameters in mind.  

When an audience question prodded further on this matter, 
Zahid Johnson spoke about his experiences at Jalozai 
Refugee Camp in Pakistan to provide a tangible example of 
steps towards peace through carefully designed and 
facilitated sport: Jalozai has created “situations where there 

is a lack of access to educational and development facilities, 
children are vulnerable to becoming the next generation of 
terrorists.” He went on to say that, “…amongst the children 
living in the Camp, there are strong feelings of neglect, 
frustration, anger, and fear… transforming these emotions is 
integral to guiding these children in a peaceful direction.” 
Zahid and his volunteer team carried out tailor-made 
activities that saw male and female children cooperating 
with, respecting and appreciating one another. The purpose 
of such games was not victory over the opponent, but rather 
teamwork and effective communication. 

The panel concluded with the four panellists agreeing sport 
does help build peace - however, not all sport is advantageous 
in peace building. In fact, as was aptly stated by Mercia 
Takavarasha, “sport has two faces: it is a source of violence 
and a source of peace.” The competitive aspects of sport 
must be downplayed in favour of the teambuilding, and 
communicative aspects. If mediated carefully, sport can 
create a “safe space” which can cater to a variety of audiences 
and contexts. However, whilst the panel concluded in 
agreement on the type of sport that can lead to peace, the 
panellists admitted that the association of sport with 
competition is inherent in many people, and cannot so easily 
be cast aside. Furthermore, “pure sport” is often a source of 
national prestige, resulting in a regular reinforcing of sport 
as fundamentally competitive. In conclusion, while the 
effectiveness of sport as a medium in peace building cannot 
be denied, the field is young and the stigmas deep seated. 
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