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Ireland Active is the representative

body for leisure centres, gyms,

swimming pools and commercial sports

facilities in Ireland. 

The sector employs approximately
12,000 people in roles such as

lifeguards, swim teachers, fitness

instructors, sports coaches and

operational staff. 

Personal exercise (16%) and swimming

(9%) are the two sports with the highest
adult participation in Ireland (more

than the three major field sports

combined) and so require serious

consideration and engagement when

deciding matters regarding public

health. 

Prior to the pandemic: 

• 590,000 adults participate in personal

exercise in gyms each week 

• 300,000 adults participate in

swimming in pools each week 

• 200,000 children participate in

swimming each week

Source: Sport Ireland VOS report 2019

Irish Leisure & Fitness in Numbers



The pandemic was an extremely difficult time for the leisure health and fitness sector,

with enforced closures, reduced capacity and ongoing costs. Following the

sector’s reopening in 2021, it has made a full effort to return to pre-pandemic

operating levels and provide essential opportunities for physical activity to local

communities throughout the country. However, recovery has been far from straight
forward and the impact of the pandemic is still being felt by operators across both

the public and private sector. 

Many facilities are still facing reduced footfall and are delivering reduced services
in order to continue operating. The recent unprecedented rise in energy costs
could scarcely have come at a worse time. While we acknowledge that this is

something being experienced across all sectors, it is particularly hitting our members

facilities. They could now be forced to review energy intensive operations such as

swimming pools with potential implications on their availability to local
communities if the costs pressures do not lessen. This will have an impact not just on

facilities themselves, but the community sports clubs that use them. 

It is important to reaffirm the leisure health and fitness sector as the engine room of

physical activity in communities across the country, driving levels of exercise and

activity across all age groups. It is part of the sport and physical activity ecosystem

and rising energy costs pose a threat to the viability of the essential services
our sector provides.

Key Priorities for Supporting the leisure health & fitness industry



In order for facilities to continue offering the two highest
participation sports in Ireland, Personal exercise (16%) and
swimming (9%), we are calling on government to introduce a
direct industry specific energy facility subsidy grant as part
of Budget 2023 similar to the 2020 and 2021 swimming pool
grants schemes. 

Leisure Health and Fitness operators are being adversely and
disproportionately affected because of high energy demands,
especially those facilities with swimming pools. Energy costs are
typically a leisure operator’s second highest cost after
staffing costs. This is further exacerbated due to energy
inefficient facilities.

Leisure providers are trying to mitigate the costs but they are
unable to budget forecast for gas and electricity costs as the
price is fluctuating so erratically. The energy issue is now
reaching a point where it is driving decisions about facility
closures or reduced opening hours. This will negatively impact on
the health and wellbeing of communities as well as the recovery
and future viability of the sector.

In order for Leisure health and fitness operators to ensure
inclusivity, accessibility and cater for the wider local need, we
are calling on Government for direct industry supports in 2023
to ensure the long-term viability of gyms and swimming pools
across Ireland.

Targeted measures of energy subsidy grants to
ensure the viability of leisure facilities

1.

Budget Asks 2023



The current energy crisis has hit the leisure health & fitness sector at a time when facilities are still
recovering from major losses incurred during forced closures and reduced footfall caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Leisure health and fitness operators simply do not have the cash reserves to
invest in energy efficiency upgrades. We call on government to provide a sector specific grant for
energy efficiency measures. As part of the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland schemes along with
the Sports Capital grant scheme. We are also urging that Government use new EU rules that allow for
the 0 rating of VAT on energy efficiency equipment like heat pumps, insulation and retrofitting.

3. Implement the Employee 
Exercise Scheme 

In order for families to access physical
activities such as personal exercise and
swimming, we are calling on government to
implement a Employee Exercise Scheme
which is modelled on the hugely successful
Cycle to Work and Travel Tax Saver
schemes. The aim of the Employee
Exercise Scheme is to achieve long term
health benefits and work life balance
through increased participation in regular
exercise. Under the scheme, an employer
can make a once-a-year purchase of
gym/leisure centre/swimming pool
membership on behalf of the employee up
to a maximum of €500. This would not be
a taxable benefit-in-kind and the scheme
would also include purchase of structured
exercise classes, swimming lessons and
activities accredited by Ireland Active.

2. Direct grants for Gyms & Swimming pools for
energy efficiency upgrades and measures 

Personal exercise and swimming are the two most
popular sports among adults in Ireland. The VAT rate
for access to gyms and pools is currently 9% and
13.5% on exercise classes. Both vat rates need to be
reduced to 5% to encourage more people to be
active. Taxes on physical activity are
counterproductive to getting people exercising in
line with the national physical activity plan.

4.Reduce vat rate to 
5% vat on sports facilities

Currently, fitness professionals, swim teachers and
lifeguards do not qualify for a flat rate expense
allowance. We are calling for industry professionals to
be recognised at the same rate as Physical
education teachers (Fitness Professionals /Swim
Teachers /Life Guards who hold a valid qualification).

5. Include leisure health & fitness
professionals in revenues flat-rate expense
allowances 



a) fully engaged in fitness instruction/swim
teacher /Lifeguard. €518 PA

b) engaged mainly in fitness instruction/
but also teaching group fitness classes
(additional allowance) €126PA

c) Fitness Professionals who are employed
also be able to claim a deduction in respect
of the subscription to the Register of
Exercise Professionals 

We recognise that local authorities are
striving to maintain the delivery of high-
quality services in the face of increasingly
strained financial resources. However, as a
business representative body, we cannot
dismiss the fact that businesses are now
paying more rates for less services. In
recent years, costs have increased. For
example, the transfer of water to Irish Water
introduced a further cost to leisure, health
and fitness operators. Local authorities
charge commercial rates on the basis of
valuations provided to them by the
valuations office. The valuations office visits
a premise to establish the net value of the
property, for which in the case of leisure
health and fitness facilities', would usually be
the rent for the year. 

The valuations office will compare the
annual rental value with other similar
properties in the area. Each local authority
sets an annual rate of valuation (ARV)
common to all commercial, industrial and
non-domestic properties. The valuation of a
property is multiplied by ARV to calculate the
number of commercial rates payable per
annum. For a leisure, health and fitness
facility the calculation of rates does not take
into account.

 • the ability to pay 
 • the size of the premises 
 • Profitability 
 • Numbers employed
 • Location 

6. Commercial Rates 



The Sport Ireland Value of Sport in Ireland report demonstrates
that sport and physical activity has a measurable and substantial
impact on the physical and mental health of participants in
Ireland who achieve the National Physical Activity Guidelines
(150+ minutes per week).
It is estimated that over 97,000 cases of disease were prevented
in Ireland in 2019 from sport and physical activity participation,
which is equivalent to nearly €0.5 billion in health care and wider
costs savings. It is projected that the value of the health benefits
can increase even further to more than €0.5 billion if the
proportion of Irish adults undertaking the recommended level of
activity increases from 34% to 45%. Beyond these monetised
estimates of cost savings.
• Regular, moderate to vigorous physical activity is associated
with reduced risk of community-acquired infectious diseases and
infectious disease mortality, enhances the first line of defence of
the immune system, and increases the potency of vaccination.
• Consistently meeting physical activity guidelines is strongly
associated with a reduced risk for severe Covid-19 outcomes (risk
of hospitalisation, ICU and death) among infected adults.

Other premises such as hotels and
public houses are valued by
reference to the trading data of
their property. We are calling on
government to conduct a review
of the commercial rates system
to reflect a more fair and
propositional valuation for leisure
health and fitness facilities. 

We are calling on government to
recognise the burden that
Insurance costs are placing on the
delivery of physical activity in
Ireland and undertake some much-
needed reforms. The cost of
insurance continues to have a
negative impact on our sector
with our members experiencing
increases in excesses and new
exclusions which is preventing them
from providing certain services.
Post-Covid, the cost of insurance
continues to act as a significant
barrier to recovery, and will
continue to hamper our sector
unless it is materially resolved as a
matter of urgency. 

We need insurance reforms that
will quickly reduce liability
premiums to affordable levels
and keep them that way. These
reforms have been identified but
they are not happening fast
enough. We urge the Government
to ensure that sufficient funding is
in place to allow for the following
to happen:

• Enactment and commencement
this year of duty of care
amendments to the Occupiers
Liability Act 1995.

 • Enactment and commencement
this year of the Personal Injuries
Resolution Board Bill 2022.

7. Insurance Reforms

 • Rapid consolidation of the Judicial Guidelines in the courts and
transparency as to awards in cases where the guidelines apply.

 • An acceleration of the work of the Insurance Competition
Office at the Department of Finance to ensure the urgent entry
of more underwriters into the Irish liability insurance market.



Introduction of Energy Grants for commercial leisure health and fitness

operators

Supporting leisure health and fitness operators to upgrade to more

energy efficient systems 

Supporting physical activity amongst the two sports with the highest

participation rates amongst adults- personal exercise (16%) and

swimming (9%)

Over 50% of all adults that participate in sport, participate in personal

exercise and swimming, which takes place in gyms, leisure centres and

swimming pools- if government wishes to increase participation in sport,

then supporting these two activities is essential

Deliver on the actions contained in the National Sports Policy by focusing

on swimming as a priority sport and exploring tax measures around

personal exercise

Focusing on improving physical and mental wellbeing amongst the

population as per the programme for government

The Introduction of Employee Exercise scheme

Updating of commercial VAT rates to ensure they are fair and equitable 

Insurance reform

The measures outlined above would ensure that leisure health & fitness

operators continue to provide facilities to local communities throughout the

country enabling the programme for government, National Sports Policy and

health of the nation:

 

The above submission is made on behalf of all of our members.

Summary


