Shared Island Sport Report

An insight into physical activity and exercise engagement
of people who are blind or partially sighted across
Northern Ireland and the Border Counties




Executive Summary

This report provides insight into participation in physical activity among people who are blind or
partially sighted across Northern Ireland and the border counties.

The findings highlight a notable participation gap, with fewer than 5% of children and 22% of adults
surveyed meeting recommended activity guidelines. While participants clearly value sport for
enjoyment, social connection and wellbeing, a number of barriers continue to influence engagement,
including awareness, accessibility, availability of opportunities, and transport and support needs.

The report identifies key areas for development, including strengthening education and awareness,
expanding inclusive and adapted opportunities, and enhancing collaboration across organisations
and communities.

A central outcome is the proposed establishment of an All Island Blind and Partially Sighted Sport and
Physical Activity Forum to support coordination, share learning, and build on the partnerships
developed through this project.

Overall, the findings highlight both the importance of continued focus and the opportunity to further
support participation in sport and physical activity for people who are blind or partially sighted.

The Shared Island Fund represents a clear and practical commitment to deepening cooperation and
connection across the island. It reflects a belief that sustained collaboration - grounded in partnership,
respect, and shared ambition - can unlock meaningful social and economic progress for all our
communities.




Why is this project important?

The Shared Ireland Sport Report marks the first of its kind to specifically
investigate the experiences of people who are blind or partially sighted in
Northern Ireland and the border counties.

A total of 330,562 people report experiencing blindness or partial sight
loss/vision impairment across the island of Ireland (CSO, 2022, NISRA, 2023).
The benefits of engaging in regular physical activity on mental and physical
health is well documented in literature, with benefits seen across the lifecycle
from social inclusion, to healthy ageing and greater independence through
improved balance and coordination.

The report also investigates the importance of access to physical activity, and
utilising cross border resources to share expertise and models of best practice in
education and delivery, that will benefit participants and organisations in both
jurisdictions.

The aim of this project was to:
1) Assess the current engagement rates in exercise and physical activity of people
who are blind or partially sighted in Northern Ireland and the border counties.
2) Provide actions for consideration based on feedback provided.




Case Study: Sean McDowell

Age: 39

Background: Carpenter/Joiner from 2002-2020, married with a 6-year-old son. Visually impaired and
a brain AVM (Arteriovenous Malformation) survivor, with a strong work ethic.

What physical activities | do now: Vision impaired rugby, blind golf, walking, and gym training.

In June 2020, my life changed in an instant when | suffered a hemorrhagic stroke that required a
craniotomy. Overnight, | was faced with sight loss, hearing loss, and significant mobility issues. The
physical and emotional impact was overwhelming. | didn't know what | would ever be able to do again.

Recovery was a long and uncertain road, but physical activity became the foundation of my recovery.

Sport had always been a huge part of my life. | played competitive sports for as long as | can remember,
and that competitive spirit was still inside me. In September 2021, just over a year after my stroke, |
travelled to Dublin to try vision impaired rugby. | needed a lot of help that day, but the impact it had on
me was life changing. For the first time since my stroke, | felt that competitive edge again. | felt the
team spirit. | met people facing challenges that | was facing and their determination inspired me to
push harder in my own recovery.

Around the same time, a local gym instructor offered to help with my rehabilitation. We trained
one-to-one twice a week. That support transformed my mobility, core strength, endurance, and most
importantly, my confidence. Week by week, | began to make real progress toward the goals | had set
for myself.

Those goals were simple but deeply meaningful: To become more independent. To be able to walk my
son to school. To play competitive VI rugby. To compete in blind golf competitions. To fully take part in
family life again.




By 2023, I had achieved every one of them. But | didn't stop there.

Today, | train in full gym classes four to five days a week. | captain the vision impaired
rugby team, representing it on trips to France and England, and to Japan later this year.
| compete in blind golf competitions. | continue to push myself every single day.

Doctors look at my scans and hospital notes and are amazed at what I've achieved. For
me, the greatest medicine in my recovery wasn't just treatment — it was physical
activity, teamwork, and purpose. Being part of a team showed me the importance of
communication and staying calm and composed under pressure. Sports gave me belief.

¢ My stroke changed my life in an instant. But through
resilience, support, and the power of sport, | rebuilt it —
stronger than ever??

One of the main challenges | face in accessing physical activity is the limited variety of
sports for people with a vision impairment near where [ live. Living in a rural area means
public transport isn't very reliable, so | often have to travel far and rely on others for
transportation. For activities like blind golf, | also need a guide, which requires extra
coordination. These challenges make it harder to participate regularly.

Support systems are crucial to my experience with physical activity. My family is
essential, as they transport me to all events, making it possible for me to participate.

My coaches are also top class. They make sure everything is accessible and visible, which
helps our team train and compete with confidence. Their support guidance and clear
instructions always makes training a lot easier. They go above and beyond to help.
Having coaches and volunteers are so important to succeed in

vision impaired sports.

A
Sean McDowell, Co Down




Survey Profile and Method

Surveys were advertised and disseminated via social media
from Vision Sports Ireland and RNIB NI, and circulated
internally amongst membership groups from Angel Eyes NI,
Disability Sport NI, Sport NI, border county Local Sports
Partnerships (Donegal, Cavan, Monaghan), community
sporting WhatsApp groups, and shared via the Vision Sports
Ireland social media and newsletter, and sent via direct mail
to members living in the targeted border counties.

The survey was hosted online in an accessible format via
Microsoft Forms and open for the month of February 2026.

A total of 46 responses were received across the two surveys
(n=46, 23 Male (50%), 22 Female (48%), 1 Non-Binary (2%)).

The surveys were broken down by age, with results for
identical questions combined.
The following responses were received:
+ Children and Parents Survey -
(n=19, Average age = 12 years old)
« Adults Survey (n=27, Average age = 45 years old)

46 Responses

50% Male
48% Female
2% Non-Binary

41% Children/Teens
59% Adults

15% No vision - Bl

30% Low Vision - B2

35% Useful Vision - B3
20% Useful Vision - B4 - B5



All responses vision ranged from Visual Acuity of 6/12
(logMAR 0.3) to No Perception of Light (NPL, logMAR >3).
« No vision - B1- 15%, Low Vision - B2 - 30%,
Useful Vision (B3) — 35%, Useful Vision — B4 - B5, 20%

Diagnosis varied across all participants, with the most
common diagnosis Neurological Vision Impairment/Cortical
Visual Impairment (11%), Optic Nerve Atrophy (11%), Retinitis
Pigmentosa (11%), Cataracts (9%), and Albinism (7%).

Survey responses were received across Northern Ireland and
the border counties: Antrim (15), Down (10), Cavan (4),
Derry/Londonderry (4), Fermanagh (4), Tyrone (3), Armagh (2),
Monaghan (2), and Donegal (2).

Judo, Co Antrim




Results: Physical Activity

Regular engagement in physical activity has been shown to positively correlate with good physical and metabolic health,
with reduced risk of metabolic conditions, and management of noncommunicable disease, including cancer and diabetes,

and reduced experiences of stress, and symptoms of depression and anxiety. Engagement can also support concentration,
memory and problem solving abilities.

Internationally, it is estimated that 20% of adolescents and 69% of adults meet the recommended guidelines of physical
activity (WHO, 2026). Recent research has also shown that people with disabilities often engage at a lower rate to the general
population, with adults engagement estimated at 32% (Sport Ireland ISM, 2025), and this is further decreased for people with
a vison impairment (Flynn et al., 2024), as low as 10%, and 20%, respectively.

Children and Teens

The World Health Organisation recommends at least 60 minutes a day of moderate-to-vigorous intensity, primarily aerobic,
physical activity in children and teens under the age of 18.

Results from the Shared Ireland Survey show that:

Less than 1 in 20 children (<5%) are meeting the physical activity guidelines.
This is in line with previous research showing similar trends at 9.6% (Flynn et al., 2023).

In the general population, research within primary schools in Ireland and Northern Ireland show the
number of children meeting the physical activity guidelines at 15%, and 17% in Ireland and
Northern Ireland respectively (CSPPA, 2022).

Most popular sports for children and teens in Northern Ireland and the border counties
are walking (36%), swimming (26%), and cycling (16%).




The World Health Organisation recommends adults complete 150-300 minutes of moderate
intensity or 75-150 min of vigorous intensity aerobic physical activity weekly, which equates to
approximately 30 minutes per day, 5 days per week.

Survey findings suggest that only 1 in 5 people (22%) are meeting the
physical activity guidelines.
This is in line with previous research showing similar trends at 21.7% (Flynn et al., 2023), and

compare to activity rates in the general population of 40% in Ireland (ISM 2024) and 36% in
Northern Ireland (HSNI, 2020-21).

When asked about preferences of physical activity, the most popular form of exercise is
walking (57%) followed by running (25%), swimming (5%), tennis (5%), bowls (5%),
and pilates/yoga (5%).

Motivators for Physical Activity

Respondents were asked about their primary motivator when engaging with

physical activity. Survey findings showed that:

« Nearly 1in 2 people (47%) reported that they engaged in physical activity for fun.

« More than 1in 3 people (37%) reported that they engaged in physical activity for
social activity.

« Only 1in5 people (17%) reported that they engaged in physical activity for
health and fitness.

Of particular interest in the survey findings is that ‘competition’ was not selected as a key

motivator for engagement by any participant (0%). This is in line with Flynn et al., 2026

(submitted 2026), highlighting the need for recreational sporting and physical activity 3
opportunities, with a focus on enjoyment and participation. Health and Fitness



When asked ‘What would encourage you to be more active?, results showed that:

More than 2 in 3 adults (70%) noted that greater education
70% B in the community around blindness and partial sight would help
them be more active in the community.

Nearly half of adults (41%) noted the need for increased
41% inclusion in local community clubs.

Nearly 2 in 3 adults (59%) wished for more physical activity
599, programmes specifically for people who are blind or
partially sighted.

Actions for Consideration

Increased education opportunities for community sport providers,
coaches and facility staff, on blindness and partial sight.

Increased resources and funding for blindness and partial sight inclusion
and adapted sports.

Increased engagement with participants and raise awareness of
benefits and challenges.

Watersports, Co Armagh




Clubs and Community

Clubs and sports facilities are the backbone of communities across the island.
Our adult respondents were asked about their involvement in their local community
and access to local clubs and facilities.

Key findings showed that:
« 1in4 people (26%) felt connected to their club and sporting community
« Nearly 1in 2 people (44%) reported that their facilities were largely inaccessible.
« 2in3 people (66%) did not know if their club had other staff, members or
volunteers who were blind or partially sighted.

Actions for Consideration

« Increased engagement between organisations and local communities to support
inclusive leisure facility and equipment guidelines.
- Increased resources to promote and support of inclusion events/ awareness days.




Case Study: Torie Tennant

Name: Torie Tennant

Background: | was born with no vision, and went to a specialist school for the
visually impaired.

Current Sports: | am very active within sport, currently playing tennis, practicing
yoga and walking parkruns.

Growing up, we were always active as a family, as we had no car, but | wasn't very
sporty. | was given opportunities through school and various organisations to get
involved with sports, and took part in many, such as swimming, canoeing and rock
climbing, but there wasn't very many sports that were accessible to me at home,
so it wasn’t until | was older that | got involved in sports properly.

In 2012, | attended an event all about parkrun starting, but didn't really take an
interest as | thought you would have to run to take part. It was through that event
that | came across a woman who wanted to have visually impaired people come to
her yoga class. | had never done yoga before, but all the poses were described, and
| found | was quite enjoying it. | did have to give it up after a few years though as it
was a lot to travel up and down and | hadn’t found one locally to me.




In 2014, | had wanted to do an eight mile walk that was part of the Belfast City Marathon. |
remembered parkrun and contacted my local event. | initially thought that | would not be
allowed to attend due to my visual impairment, or because | wasn't a runner, but | was
welcomed with open arms, and haven't looked back. | have completed over 400 parkruns so far,
and have walked every one of them. | have even done the odd bit of parkrun tourism too.

In 2016, | attended a sporting weekend in Dublin called Mayfest, which was ran by Vision Sports
Ireland and was a chance to try out various sports. Tennis was one of the sports on offer, and as
soon as | picked up that racket, | was hooked, however there was no tennis in Northern Ireland
at that time so | didn’t think it would go anywhere. Fast forward to 2017, and there were some
taster sessions organised through the RNIB and Windsor Lawn Tennis Club. The sport really took
off, with some players competing in the World Championships in 2018.

It is fantastic having so many opportunities available now, right from grass roots level, to
competing at a higher level if that is what you want.

It is great to have mainstream activities be made accessible, but
also when clubs take the time to become more accessible and
inclusive, it makes such a difference, and coaches and volunteers
help make it happen.??

In conclusion, | am still walking parkruns, playing tennis and | have found a yoga class closer to
home, which again is described making it fully accessible to me. Sometimes, the hardest thing is
finding a sport to be involved in, but once that happens, it really opens up a whole new world
and gets people active.
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Barriers to Engagement

The impact of vision impairment on lifestyle is well described in literature, including increased cost of living (ROl MESL Report,
2016), access to transport, and inaccessibility of venues (El-Taher et al, 2023). This report aims to further identify these barriers,
specifically with respect to Northern Ireland and the border counties, and guide change to increase engagement.

When discussing primary barriers to engagement, similar findings were noted across both children and adults.
« Nearly 2 in 3 adults (60%) identified a lack of awareness in the community around blindness and partial sight.
« Nearly 1in 2 adults (39%) identified personal motivation as their primary barrier.
« Nearly 1in 2 adults (39%) identified a lack of assistance to participate was impacting their ability to participate.
- It was also noted that transport disproportionately impacts adults compared to children — 52% vs 11%, and acts as a
bigger threat to independence.

For children and teenagers, the barriers to engagement were largely similar, however, it was noted that:
« 3in4(74%) of parents/guardians noted that their child always/often required support to participate in physical activity,
highlighting the increased need for supports in mainstream and adapted sports to enable participation.
« Only 5% of parents/guardians stated their child’s school/club was “very supportive”in promoting physical activity.

Actions for Consideration

Increasing awareness of the Active Living No Limits website and its interactive map of physical activity opportunities.
Active Living No Limits is hosted by Disability Sport Northern Ireland and is a directory of clubs and organisations that host
opportunities for people with a disability.

Create and promote awareness courses to educate sector leaders and community volunteers on blindness and partial sight and
adaptations for positive inclusion.

Promote initiatives run by partner agencies and NGBs, i.e Audio Descriptive commentary service during the Six Nations rugby
tournament and for the Belfast Giants home games. Adding to the work carried out by the Irish FA and Ulster Rugby.




Future Work

These findings provide a clear foundation for action to create solutions to many highlighted barriers to
engagement in sport and physical activity in Northern Ireland and the border counties, including:

Engaging in further research to understand better solutions to barriers highlighted.

Establish an All Island Blind and Partially Sighted Sport and Physical Activity Forum to promote greater
collaboration between agencies north and south to work towards the common goal of increasing
physical activity levels for people who are blind or partially sighted. Collective response equals

social impact.

Continue to strengthen collaboration among the key stakeholders who create and facilitate
opportunities for people who are blind or partially sighted to participate in physical activity.

Cohesive education and awareness training with reduced duplication of effort or crossover.

Recognise and capture the valuable work already being undertaken, while remaining mindful of the
long term sustainability of projects delivered.




Alicia Dodsworth, Co Antrim




y Case Study: Tony Barclay MBE

Tony Barclay MBE, Co Antrim N

Background: Severely visually impaired since 1995

What physical activities you do now: Competitive compound
archer and archery coach; guided ultramarathoner and running
coach; parkrun Event Director and Ambassador.

In February 2014, | completed the Couch to 5K programme, not
believing for a second I actually could - or would. That led to much
more, including my first 10k in June, half marathon in September,
marathon the following May, and ultramarathon in August -

and many more have followed.

When | lost my sight — and my career - my world fell apart. | had no
idea who | was, what | was going to do. Instead, my life was filled
with doubt, and lack of self-worth. Running showed me | could be
whatever | wanted, if | just believed in myself. It has also introduced
me to many good people, a good few who have been guides over
some crazy distances, empowering not just me, but others.

€ Sport has literally changed my life, for the better.”

| am an ultramarathoner, but could not run a single step - literally -
without the folk who are my guides, tethered to me by a short strap.
| am a competitive archer, but could not shoot a single arrow
without those who spot for me, verbally guiding me.



Almost every sport is designed with sight as a given. Yet almost
every sport is adaptable to compensate and allow visually impaired
participation.

Many do not think visually impaired people are capable of
participation - yet given the chance, and often minor adaptation,
we are.

| would not have considered Couch to 5k without someone
believing in me, and in turn, me believing in myself. | would not
have run at all without others believing they could doit, as |
believed - they often tell me they believed because | believed in
them (I have to). A short strap between two people inspired,
encouraged and empowered.

| could not coach running, or archery, unless those | coach believe in
me. My tactile sight helps me to aim, but I still need a human
spotter.

A positive, ‘can do, will do’ attitude defeats the more common ‘can’t
do, it's not possible’ attitude. When individuals, coaches, clubs,
events, schools, politicians, society recognises and embraces the
reality that visually impaired people can do, will do, if given the
support and the encouragement, good things will happen.

o

Tony Barclay MBE and Hannah Cochrane




Oliver Gunning and Kyle Duncan,
Co Antrim
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|

Vision Sports Ireland

The Shared Island Civic Society Fund has created a valuable opportunity for Vision
Sports Ireland (VSI), RNIB Northern Ireland (RNIB NI), and project partners to
strengthen relationships between organisations supporting people who are blind
or vision impaired across Northern Ireland and the border counties.

We thank the Department of Foreign Affairs for their investment in this initiative
and providing the opportunity to build relationships. This project sought to
capture the physical activity levels of people who are blind or vision impaired and
compare these findings with research conducted by Dublin City University in the
Republic of Ireland.

Engaging in community based physical activity can have a transformative impact
on the lives of people who are blind or vision impaired. Whether taking partin a
local parkrun, joining a gym, or becoming involved in a local sports club, the
benefits are substantial.

Through collaboration with RNIB NI, Disability Sport NI, and Angel Eyes NI, it
became clear that each organisation shares a common goal: ensuring equal access
to programmes and clubs across Northern Ireland. This publication highlights the
success stories, barriers to participation and the opportunities for deeper
collaboration.

The launch of the A Shared Vision - All Island Blind and Partly Sighted Sport and
Physical Activity Forum has the opportunity to provide a platform to foster
relationships developed through this project, and we look forward to continued
cooperation among stakeholders.

Padraig Healy, National Sports Development Manager, Vision Sports Ireland



RNIB Northern Ireland

Sport and physical activity has the power to be transformational. It can create community and belonging, provide challenge and
identity, and is the most wonderful way to stay healthy while having fun. It also provides opportunities to achieve goals close to
our heart such as inclusion, participation, equality of access and the breaking down of barriers that prevent people with sight loss
living the best life they can.

In this report we find examples of where some progress is being made in Northern Ireland. However, it also makes very clear the
significant obstacles that still stand in the way of creating the levels of confidence, opportunity and access required for blind and
partially sighted people to better engage in sports and physical activity. From educating the wider community about sight loss,
building awareness and understanding among coaches and facilitators, to having sporting facilities that are truly accessible, there
is much to do.

Therefore, we welcome the proposal to create the All Island Blind and Partially Sighted Sport and Physical Activity Forum and look
forward to playing our part in making the positive change that is needed.

Our sincere thanks to the Shared Island Civic Society Fund for providing the resource to do this work and enabling us to further
develop the relationships, knowledge and connections made. It has been a pleasure to work closely with our colleagues to
embody the collaborative and inclusive spirit that will be required to build on the ambition set out later in these pages.

Robert Shilliday, Country Director, RNIB Northern Ireland.

Disability Sport NI

Disability Sport Nl is the main disability sports charity in Northern Ireland working to improve the health and wellbeing of disabled
people through sport and active recreation. We believe that every disabled person has the right to participate in all aspects of life
and are committed to building a more inclusive society where disabled people have the same opportunity as non-disabled people
to lead a full, active and healthy lifestyle through sport and active recreation.

We work with people of all ages with physical, sensory and learning disabilities and work in partnership with schools, disability
organisations, sports clubs and District Councils to ensure that everyone can experience the social and health benefits of sport and
active recreation. We also work closely with Sport Northern Ireland, Governing Bodies of Sport and British and Irish performance
sports organisations to ensure that talented disabled sports people have the same opportunity as their non-disabled peers to
train, compete and excel in their chosen sport at a level of their choice.



Through more than 25 years of experience working directly with disabled people, we know that participation in sport and
active recreation can significantly improve health and wellbeing. As a result, we remain committed to expanding opportunities
so that more disabled people across every area of Northern Ireland can benefit from our work.

Disability Sport NI welcomes the publication of this report, which highlights the significant challenges currently faced by
people with sight loss in Northern Ireland. These findings support the concerns outlined in
Disability Sport NI's ongoing ‘All Equal All Active’ campaign, which highlights that:
- Disabled people are half as likely to participate in sport or physical activity.*
- Disabled people are half as likely to be a member of a sports club.*
- Due to a complex range of factors, there has been an unprecedented 18% decline in sport participation among disabled
people over a five-year period.*
« There is a need for more local sport and recreation opportunities for disabled people in every area of Northern Ireland.
« There is a need to develop more impairment specific sport opportunities, including for people with sight loss across
Northern Ireland.
*Source: Experience of Sport in Northern Ireland. Findings of the Continuous Household Survey (Adults) 2019/20 and 2023/24.

Kevin O’Neill, CEQ, Disability Sport Northern Ireland

Angel Eyes NI

Understanding Sight. Improving Lives.

Angel Eyes Nl is a registered charity working across Northern Ireland. Our mission is to ensure that children and young people
with visual differences, sight loss or visual impairment across Northern Ireland have equal access to everything they need to
flourish. Angel Eyes NI adopts a Capabilities Approach to justice. This means we focus not only on outcomes, but on whether
children and young people with visual impairment have the real freedoms and opportunities to be and to do what they value -
in learning, relationships, community life and future work.

Our Vision is for all children and young people with visual impairment in Northern Ireland to have the real freedomes,
opportunities and support they need to flourish and shape their own futures, and our mission is that Angel Eyes NI works
alongside children and young people with visual impairment and their families to secure their rights, remove barriers and build
the conditions that enable learning, belonging, independence and choice.
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(guide) and Chloe MacCombe, Co Derry/Londonderry
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