Sport Positive Leagues
English Premier League 2021: All your questions answered
We have collated questions we have received about our Sport Positive Leagues this year and in previous
years, so you can further understand how and why we work the way we do.
How do you choose the categories?
When we started off this work 3 years ago, we spoke to the clubs about the key areas we know that
operationally football has an impact on the environment and focussed on the stadium; energy
generation, energy efficiency, travel to games, the food that is consumed, how waste and water are
managed. We also wanted to add a category on the way clubs communicate their work, as the power
of sport to combat the climate crisis by connecting with fans and citizens is unrivalled.
We chose not to add the carbon footprint of clubs, as many clubs then did not have this information,
although some are starting to have it now. So this category would have been moot for the most part.
By extension we chose not to include the embedded carbon of the stadium when it was built; as
stadiums vary in age, some have undergone/are undergoing extensions, or new stadiums are being
built. Getting concrete data (pun intended) from clubs on the amount of embedded carbon in their
stadium would have been difficult too. All new stadiums now have sustainability at their core, so it
wasn’t deemed as useful a category to include. We want to focus on categories where clubs can drive
positive behaviours now.
In 2020 we kept the same categories, but made it difficult to get the top points. To get the higher
points, clubs had to be progressing by working strategically and with policies in place – thereby
showing that there was buy-in at the highest level of the organisation to tackle environmental
sustainability. We also gave top points for efforts extending beyond the stadium, and into training
facilities, academies and staff offices.
For 2021, we have extended this again to keep making it more difficult to get those top points. Added
new categories on ‘education’ and ‘biodiversity’, and have separated out ‘commitments’.
Training and education of staff, teams, fans and youth groups are crucial if we want to continue to
progress and amplify this work, as well as ensure people understand why taking action on climate
change is so important and how it will impact the game we love. Biodiversity and nature are crucial to
our healthy lives; football clubs have a good amount of green space that they can nurture to support
our ecosystems, as well as strong reach into their communities to drive positive action - this is
something we want to encourage and applaud. Commitment and policy have been separated into
their own category (previously it had been included with Communications and Engagement) as we
know that when sports organisations make external commitments to tackle climate change, by setting
net zero targets or publicising goals, they are much more likely to reach them.
Important areas that are part of the landscape of this work, that we haven’t included yet, are club
sponsorship and retail/merchandise. Both of which are crucial pieces of the puzzle, but sponsorship
especially is a complex area. We worked with stakeholders over 6 months in 2021 to try and reach a
consensus on how we could add this category, but every iteration was imperfect. We are continuing
this work into 2022 with partners, and hope to include it next year. Retail and merchandise has a big
environmental impact too, so that will also be included in the future.
***

Do the clubs know about this?
Yes, we work collaboratively with the clubs and they provide and verify all information that is
published, they also see all the information and the matrix before it is published, in order to provide
additional feedback. Working with the clubs directly is the credibility cornerstone of this work.
***
How do you think the clubs are doing in regard to improvement?
In spite of many challenges presented by COVID19 in 2021, we are really pleased to see strong
progress in how the majority of clubs are approaching environmental sustainability. They are all on a
journey – each within the ethos of their own club – to reduce their environmental impact and bring
their fans and stakeholders along with them. Whilst you might just scan the table at a glance, please
take the time to click through to full information, where you will see a myriad of incredible efforts to
learn from. The links are under ‘More Infomration’ when you have clicked into a club’s topline efforts
in our table.
***
Isn’t the climate crisis too important to be seen to compete about?
The climate crisis is the most important issue of our time. As sports fans, we are all very comfortable
with league tables and leader boards. For football fans it is second nature to talk about how their club
is going in the league. It’s hard to take competition out of sport, but this work is not about pitting one
club against another, the league table element is a means to an end, not the end itself – as you can
see by our joint-winners this year!
When we first started this work, we looked at collating all the work that clubs are doing into a report,
but it would have been very lengthy and not easily digestible. So after doing some audience research
we decided to do a league table to make it more interesting and accessible to both industry folks and
to football fans, and it has worked! Clubs’ would be doing this work anyway, but our league has been
cited a number of times by clubs themselves as a driving force to show internally how they are doing
compared to their peers which has led to action. This wouldn’t necessarily have happened with other
formats we could have chosen.
We always underline the point that no matter where your team falls, every single team is doing some
great work. There are things to be proud of, no matter who you support. And if you don’t like the fact
your club is lower down, let them know it’s important to you! We need fans to tell sports organisations
that they care, it will lead to more action.
***
My team seems to be doing more work in certain areas, but has the same points as other teams
doing less, why is that?
The points system we use is threshold based, so once a club reaches a certain threshold we allocate
the points to them. That’s not to say that club doing lots above that threshold shouldn’t be celebrated
for doing great work in the areas they excel at, and the club and the environment are benefitting from
that. For the 2022 edition we are looking at updating the points system, so that a mix of threshold and
then evaluation of the extent of efforts are taken into account.

***
Some clubs have sponsors/partners that are big carbon emitters. How can you rank club’s
environmental sustainability without taking who owns them or who finances them into account?
Right now our work is focussed on the operational impacts of football clubs. There is a larger context
to consider, but it is a complex landscape and it is something we want to integrate in a thoughtful way.
As well as considering the industry that sponsorship money comes from and the environmental impact
of that, we would also need to look at the overall ethos of that company and their work to reduce
environmental impact, as well as how sponsorship money is spent – if some of it is used for purposedriven activations etc. We are speaking to collaborators to integrate this in a fair and thoughtful way
going forward, that supports positive change in the future.
***
Why haven’t you got something specifically on football team’s flying to games, surely that’s a big
impact?
With COVID19 precautions still in place, we decided to incorporate team travel to games more
holistically in our ‘sustainable transport’ category, only giving top points if clubs have a strategy that
extends to team travel. Meaning that they have a strategy in place to minimise heavy-carbon emitting
travel from happening, which could include the likes of reducing their overall carbon footprint year
round, using alternative fuel sources, and offsetting unavoidable emissions after a clear reduction
strategy had been followed. We will evolve this approach over the coming years.
***
Why don’t you have an FA Women’s Super League version of this?
We have started working on this, but the infrastructure and resources that go into women’s football
is behind the men’s game unfortunately, meaning that getting hold of the data we need to do a similar
matrix of work is much more difficult. However, we commit to making this happen, even if it means
taking a different approach to the effort.

***
Do you have a question that hasn’t been answered?
Contact us via our website here: https://www.sportpositiveleagues.com/contact/
The Sport Positive Leagues Team

