Tom Clarke-Forrest

A sporting
chance

JON GRIFFIN meets the founder of a charity which,
through the medium of sport, has given hope and
meaning to thousands of young people.

It has been mearly 20 years sance Span 4
Life wians founded in & tiry offsce i e
city Barrnandgharm, helping 25,000 youndg
peapdke over baso decades to cope with a
host of problems randging fnoem e Soul-
destroyving impact of unemplayment 1
rerital healh issoes

From those humble beginnings the

Birmingham-based charity has establshed
itsell a5 an endurnndg farce for social good

— with rdre than 20 Staff now renning 4
1.6 malban révenue enterprise helpang firnd

riEw purpose and meaning 1o ransfionm
the lves af thausands of 1 o 29year-alds.

In an inoreasingly osencrovwded
wilurilary fundrasang seclon, Sport 4 Life

hiad surenved and prospened to grow inko
arie of the leading spons chamies in the
regian, with il temacles now Spresdrmdg

ifitd partnerships with national allies n
Lessdon and the morth west

That's quite an achievement N a volatile
gecior connually buleted by the Rharsh
realities of an uncertain econamic backdrop
— bt none of 1 would have been possible
without the vision and determination of
fourider Tarm Clarke-Fomesh

Back in July 2006, Birmingham-born
Clarke-Forrest, asded and abetted by his
alder brather and GP father, &t in molion
plans for a span-based charity which could
help transiarrm the ves aof youngsters
battling against the odds i deprivesd inner-
gty areas of wban Birmingham.

Mearly 20 years |ater the myriad of
problems facng hundreds of thousands of
thase ywonadsbers reman, &8 Clafke-Famest
and his cheaar of rustees and direchor Mike

=ahir peoand aut in 8 stark inrodecon 16
St 4 Life's Impact Repart 2025.

They Lay: “Sadhy, Many young peophe
still tace significant challenges in
education. Atlendance and attainrment are
falling, while esoclufions are an the rise.

“After leaving schoal, the piciure dossn
improve. Youlh unemployment rémains
stubbarrby hegh, three ires gréeaters than
the rate for all working-age adults, and

ECanomet inactivity Tollows a similar trend.
Even those i wark aften face msecure

of law-paid pabs, with teo rmalbon 18 to
2d-year-obds underemplayed.”

But whalst that message & undoubtedhy
shark, Spsont 4 Life foundes and CEQ Clarke-
Forrest amd his tesm Can poat to gerwine
progress m changing the lives of thausands
ol yoaung people in the most depred
mreas of the ity

The repart adds: “Despite a challendgmdg
ecanamst, paltical and funding landscapee,
we've had the privilege ol supportandg
plmast 4,000 young peoaple thes year.
Through positive rale madels, bands-on
l&arnand and Eilored programimes, they we
SEEn redl progress in their life skalls, menta
health and eduwcation.”

s Bbeen & lang, hard - and al times
bumpy — raad Tor Clarke-Farrest and
Sport 4 Life aver the |ast two decades
et the CEO reflects frarm his combanable
affice i Digbeth's Custand Factory, itsedl
mn appropriate shaning beacon for urban
refswal and soacietal transfanmation.

| arm really proud,” he Says. “There
have been kols of ups and downs and
challenges, and huge amounts of aming
personally and professsonally. But
undamentally it has been an absodote

prrvilege 10 work with the youwng people
that we da, & privilege b work with an
AMAZNG 1eam.

“There have been a lew slespless nights

over the years botl overall it has been
mcredibly emoyable. We have worked with
around 25,000 yaung people gwer the
years, and thousands of them have gone
iy Tuill-tire wark.™

And key 1o that mission 1o Wwirm de-Sp

i Mty for thase aften underpriviledged
young peaple has been the Birmingham
chartys very own USP - its platfarm of
Lport

As Clarke-Farmesl, a sell-canfessed
ports Tanatic whao sEll plays Monday night
Leegar-g-ide Taathall at 40, explains: “0Of
course | am incredibly biased when | Say
this, but | dan’t kndw of a beiter platform
from which you can drive through key life
kills changes with young peeople.

“Sport can teach you about winning,
oking, sacrifice, 1eamwork, keadershap and
refpect in & way litthe else can. It has been
& mestive part of my life It beldps me Seich
off sometimes fram the day job.

“Obwviously the physical health benefits
are hoge but equally, f nol mone sa, there
are 1the wellbeing benefits that partcipatang
i and watching S grees e

Clarke-Farrest's passion Tor sport — he
réfmams & keén follower of West Bromwich
Albean, & love pested on from his Tather -
wias key to the foundation of Spor 4 Life
back i 2006.

| was a big sports fan for a8 long as | can
réffermiber | had 8 huge passion for S,
both particpatng and watching. | am ane of
thiree boys and | think my parents chucked
e oul in the ganden as mudh as they could.
| jursl always rermermber playing spart

‘Football was the rain one. | played s
4 decernl level for Some leams near West
Hrom, including ané that was inked to
the West Bram Academy called Samndwel
R ardpers.

“Beand part of 4 team really gave e kiy
ife =kills and transferable =kills. | was quite




& shy kad growing up, =6 on the pitch or the
EErnis caun, i really felt like a levelles”

Uncertain where Ris fubure Cnesss
ambitions lay, the shy yaungster from
Birmingham took himsalf off after keavang
sthoal for a4 gap year 19 join & voduntary
ywouth programime in the poverty-Siricken
favelas of Brazl The South Armerican
adveniure would prove a turmandg paint in
hig life.

“Interestingly, in Some ways 1hat was

probabdy my frs] egpasune ba sparnt for
soatial good — and also deprivation and
|aver SOCIO-ECOnamec groups. We wera
liwireg in Sad Paula and warking wath a ot of
woung peapde there, 2ome of whom were
from the fane|as

“That prabably (o a8 degrée Sowesd the
Gimied] for mie of povwner of spart a5 a ool for
istial goad. We uted to 9o 1o mud pitches
if & Tavela where you could turm up with
& footbhall and just get Necked By young
Pl — i was a universal language.

“Mol speaking the landguage NMuenthy,
in Sport there was & leveller and an
engagement tool and it cefainly gave me
gome ideas that then came bo fruition lates
EML”

Afer <o months n Brazil, e relurmed
to the UK to study Sporl, exercise Science
and physiology &l Leeds University before
hittarsg on his dea far a wholly nesr chanty
wiEflure i hs home ity

“It was family onentated when the Sport
4 Life story first staned. R was a bit of an
ides that rysell, my ded and my elder
bBrother had. As an nner-city GP with &
practice in Ladywaad, my ded had acute
awareness of some of the challenges in
that weand.”

Twerly years on, Clarke-Fomes] recalls a
aureka mament in the Birth of Spont 4 Life.
“We were looking &t one facility mitialhy mn
Ladywaad beforne we gol anything gaing
and we Law & young kd by himsell i one of
the parks just kicking & dmks can anaund.

An education course in progress
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Clarke-Forrest, centre in blue top. says working with the young people and his team is

an “absolute privilege”

“He had no ssguapmienl, e didn't even
hiagve a football It was a bil of & penny-drop
ricreenl. We thought il we don do thas,
wihd is goandg bt da 17

With hes GP father &5 & fowndindg trusies,
Clarke-Farrest |suriched Spart 4 Life in
e sumrmer of 2006, “"The focus was on
participation — |&t's get &% rarmy ifmer-ciy
wing kid=, starting in Ledywood, just
facLUging an that ward matialhy

"I was mainly faatball, but also ather
different sports, hobday camp<, that knd
af tharg. | dedn™ really understand social
values, social gaad or real irmgact mdialhy I
Wi just aboul participaion.”

That early fetus on sport lar Sport’s sake
if deprrved areas i Spart 4 Lile expand
fram Ladywaad inbo Acocks Green, Deuids
Heath and Sarmerville fallowang o
assistance fram the Football Foundation.
Clarke-Farmest deliverad some of the aarly
coachandg sessitnd lar youngsters but

realsed his owm focus nesded to change.
“I wranted to créeate an erwvironment

whiere | could emplay others 1o da that
wiark. | was very hands-on but realised

there were Ltame brilliant people who oould
ERgege young peaple.”

A% the charity gréw, the emphass on
spart for sport's sake shafted to spaort for

social good followeng & survey al 500
iffer-city Banmndg ham youngsters, as

Clarke-Formest recalis
“They sad quite unequivacally that they
were facing a kot more challeniges than we

were providing solutions fod Educational
ptsanrmeen Witk & big BEsue, a5 were yoaulh

uemployment, memal health challenges,
eririe and antisacaal behawaur . . we wern

just seratching the surface realky "
Arncursd 2000, the charity subsedaquent]y

pivoled 16 mntroduce otfver on-Spans
wtlivities gt part af s package Tar young

people, neluding delivenng qualfications

Clarke-Forrest was one of the baton carriers

for the 2022 Commomwealth Games

and informal mentanndg to instl leasdeship
skills.

Sport 4 Life had moved an from an inner-
city vehicke providing faotball kKickabauts
for disafected youth 19 a path towards
employability, which remans it primany
aim 15 years later. And as time went on, the
chrity recrued more stafl &5 part of ns
arganic growth.

A% Clarke-Forrest siresses:
“Employability = aur main raison deqre. We
kv that i & inextncably bnked with other

social challenges that young peaple face -
rmental heahh and wellbeing, for example.
“If you're aut of work you ane more Bkehy
ko be facing Bsues wath memal health,
crime, antisacial behaviour and sa on.”
The chanty &1 up home in Dagbeth in
2020 and has gradually déeveloped into a
reqional argansation, workang with partners
beyand its Barmangham heatland to furthes
improve the lves of many yaung people.
“Theere e onver 20 full-lirme $tafl based
here — & mixiure of operabonal staf], hose
wiarking dresctly with yaung people, and
that incluodes mentors, Spons coaches,
gualification tutars, but also back-office
roles n our funclions tearm, marketng,

bBusiness developmen, tome generation,

that kind of thandg.”
The contrast with the early days for &

charity which last year alone delivered
rcde than 3700 haurs of Sport, training
and mentoring Suppon = Stark.

“in 2006 we had hwo stall and no
riciiey,” Says Clarke-Forrest “MNow we bave
20 full-time s1af, over £1.5 million réverioe
warking with 4,000 young people aach
wear. That is signifcant arganic growth.”

That growth has taken place agairst
an incréeasingly precarious landscaps fod

charitable organsations throughout the LK.

“Finances are the mam chalenge. It is a

tandgh Tunding landscape at the marmerl
Wi e 1o deliver hedvily an a oorirsct

called the Mational Citiren Service whnch the

Addressing the audience at the WM Leadership Awards

Gavernment uifarunately ended in Aprl

this year, and that has had a knock-on effect.

“In addition 10 that, there 5 & very
cormpetitive landscape, a bit of & saturated
market in terms of the number of chamies.”

Mevertheless, Clarke-Farrest belayeg
Sport 4 Life can camtinue to play an
ifnflueritial rale in helping transfonm lves

“We have faced many challenges ower
thee last 20 years €0 il is our réesponSibilty
bt S Lip wilh e wisys Lo mnovate and
Lt resch wound people, and endore that we
pre sustainable.”

And he stresses that Sport 4 Life's
sustainability over tawnd decades & stll
suppoarted by the powser af Sport &5 &
catalyst for more meaninghul Fees — and
hopefully & jab.

“Even il sport isn't the destanation, they
iy ged into retal or cusShomer Serices or
coristruction. Spar may still have played

& rode i thear building key Be skills,
improving their memal welibeing an that
oLy irba emplayment, and increased
employability”

Clarke-Farrest is relectant bo cammit

harres el an the futune for Sport 4 Life in an
evir-chandgng landscape for the charitable

gectorn “Post-pandermse | Tind A difficult o
answer langer-term guestions like that

B ALSe we just don't ket whsl £ sround
the corfer The panderrnd 1aught os that

any plans we might have lang-tenm can
queckly 9o out the windoes,

“I have hope that we can coninde 1o
Lupport mare yound people. | think the
work we are doing with other argansations
in sddition 19 directly with young peaple is
résa| |y S0 it

“If we can oontinue that growth -
bt ause the need is sl there — that

wialld certainly make e very happy @

Through the charity, sport has transformed the lives of thousands Birmingham children

birminghambiz.co.uk | 87



