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Thank you for taking the time to get involved in developing The Strategy for British Canoeing 
2017-2021. 

This strategy will become a “working” document, intended to guide the work of the staff and 
volunteers involved at every level within British Canoeing. It will cover the UK wide responsibilities 
as well as the English delivery activities of British Canoeing. It will present the purpose, vision and 
values and also include the key actions and measurable targets. Complementary plans will also be 
developed by the governing bodies in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and link to their own 
funding submissions with their respective Sports Councils.

Just under 2,000 people responded to the first stage consultation, representing a wide cross section 
of interests within the sport and offering some very diverse but insightful views. The raw data and 
a summary of these responses are both now available in separate reports on our website and we 
have used this information to inform this first draft of the strategy.

Having a great strategy in place, which is developed through extensive consultation, will mean that 
we are all much clearer about our shared ambitions and priorities, roles and responsibilities and 
how we can all work best together. This in turn will help ensure that we make the best use of the 
money and time we have available, to manage and develop our sport.

This is a genuine consultation process. During May and June, we will be hosting 14 workshops 
throughout the UK, where we will listen hard and engage with decision makers in; clubs, centres, 
regions, disciplines, Home Country governing bodies, those with commercial interests and many 
national and local partners. 

We will also be hosting several themed discussion groups during the same period and providing a 
further online consultation for those unable to attend the meetings.

The second draft will be produced and circulated for comment from September 2016 and the final 
strategy will be presented to the Board of British Canoeing for approval in December 2016. 

We look forward to our discussions over the next few months. 

Yours Sincerely
  
David Joy
CEO British Canoeing

“Strategy - a plan of action designed to achieve a long-term or overall aim.”

In order to build our Strategy we must look at where our organisation is today, where we want it to 
be and how we intend to get there.

Having started this process through our first stage consultation this document now seeks to begin 
the definition of the Purpose, Vision and Values of British Canoeing. These are the building blocks 
of our Strategy.

(Please note - canoeing and Paddlesport are used as generic terms throughout this document for all activities 
using a paddle with the exception of dragon boats.)

*Articles of Association contain the purpose of BC and the duties and responsibilities of our members. 
The document is filed with the Register of Companies and can be found on our website under About Us.

1. The British Canoeing Objects (as defined in our Articles of Association*) require us; “To 
secure, as far as practicable, a uniform policy in all matters affecting the administration and 
development of canoeing in the United Kingdom…..”

2. Canoeing is a relatively large and very diverse sport; coordinated action and delivery without a 
strategy would be near impossible

3. Our funding partners expect and require that a realistic strategy is in place as a condition of 
funding

4. The Board requires it to ensure the appropriate investment of public funds and membership 
income and as a mechanism and to agree targets and measure progress 

5. Our online survey showed clearly that members and other stakeholders think it is important 
to have a strategy – in particular over 80% of responses said it was important to extremely 
important to have a clear vision, shared goals and structured action plans. See the table below 
which summarises the importance of an aligned strategy for the whole of British Canoeing 
(The table comprises all the responses to Question 4 of the survey)

INTRODUCTION

Five good reasons why British Canoeing needs a new strategy
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What you said about strategy

Whilst a large number of respondents to the survey were in favour of a shared strategy, vision, 
goals and plan – there were some concerns expressed. The majority of the comments focussed on 
the difficulty of achieving this due to the diversity of canoeing.  Some stating that we should act as 
an “umbrella” for all canoeing activity or that BC should be seen as a facilitator of canoeing activity 
as opposed to a controlling body. The following are some of the comments we received: 

“The drive for medals and increasing participation in the sport are two different goals, no 
doubt competing for the same resource.  A “single plan” and “shared goals” aren’t necessarily 
conducive to achieving both of these goals.”

“It entirely depends what you mean. A strait-jacket for all clubs to have to follow? Or a sensible 
joined-up approach to how the centre will serve and help all the different areas?”

However, many responses suggested that we should try to incorporate as many different aspects 
as possible in the plan – that we should maximise the opportunities of our diversity:

“An overarching plan we can all sign up to because we can see the part we play, no matter how 
small it may be.”

 “It is very important to have a plan and know where you are going, however it is also important 
to consider all aspects of the sport.”

“Although a strategic plan for the development of canoeing should be all inclusive, it should still 
allow individuals, clubs and coaches to grow and develop in a way that is beneficial to them. 
There should be freedom for individualism, independence and growth built into the plan, not a 
completely prescribed way of doing things. One size doesn’t necessarily fit all!”

Overall throughout the consultation, a recurring theme was the need to listen more to the 
dedicated network of club coaches and volunteers.  The following are some of your comments:

“Plans need to be structured so they are relevant to local clubs and their coaches and members. 
High-level aspirations need to be easily translatable into actions at the club level.”

 “Any strategic plan must not forget the grassroots of the sport - small clubs like mine run totally 
by volunteers and self-supporting.”

It was also apparent that the way in which we communicate with all aspects of paddlesport 
needs to be clear, concise, and of a language which all can understand if we are to work together 
effectively going forwards:

“To be most effective, a strategic plan needs to be simple and easily communicated.”
“To maximise the possible outcomes on a strategic plan, it must be ensured that all parties, 
i.e. disciplines, regions, home nations and all staff fully understand their goals and the desired 
outcome.”

“A clear vision that can be communicated and is engaging is essential.”

What and who is the strategy for? 

This is a British Canoeing strategy and it might help at the start to clarify that this covers both UK 
and English elements. The areas that British Canoeing is responsible for in the UK include: selec-
tion, training and administration of all GB teams; liaison with International Federations; and UK 
Coaching strategy and development. At an English level it includes: - membership for paddlers, 
and clubs, quality mark approval for a wide range of providers as well as the development of pro-
grammes to support and develop all paddlers and attract new people to canoeing.

Whilst many individuals and groups who responded to the survey stated that they currently do not 
embed the British Canoeing strategy into their current plans, more groups stated that they were 
prepared to do so in the future.

What: Our aim for this new British Canoeing strategy is to provide a “master plan” for the develop-
ment and delivery of Paddlesport over the next four years.   Importantly, it will be there for those 
who wish to engage with it – those that see the benefits and opportunities in working more effec-
tively together. It certainly is not intended to try to instruct others or provide centralised control, 
but rather provide a direction which is agreed through consultation and then encourages coordi-
nated action. 

The strategy will clearly set out a direction for the development of the sport and enable national 
and local partners such as National Trust, Canal and River Trust, Environment Agency and many 
others to see how their objectives may align and how mutually beneficial partnerships could be 
developed.

Who: The strategy will also provide an opportunity for many other parts of the organisations to 
truly see themselves more strongly as a part of British Canoeing. British Canoeing will begin to 
operate and be understood as the sum of the parts; the clubs, centres, regional and national com-
mittees, home countries, staff and Board. A shift from British Canoeing simply being seen as the 
Board, the staff and the competition and performance programmes.

As part of this consultation, we want to explore the potential for clubs, centres, regions, commit-
tees, disciplines and partners to embrace the British Canoeing strategy and play their role in its 
delivery.  We could also explore the opportunity to identify recommendations for actions by every-
one involved. In this way the strategy could become truly shared and as a result, the potential for 
success much greater.  
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Over 2million adults and children enjoy some form of Paddlesport each year. The number has been 
steadily increasing over the last decade so that now over 1.4million adults (aged 16+) participate 
one or more times a year in a canoe/kayak across the UK. It is estimated a further 800,000 children 
also participate annually.  In England we have around 150,000 regular paddlers. 62,000 individual 
and club members and just under 40,000 engaged in weekly activity.*

It has also been identified that there is significant demand for people to start canoeing or do 
more (latent demand). In the recent “Getting Active Outdoors” report over 800,000 people who 
currently do not canoe stated they would like to and another 800,000 said they would like to do 
more.

Canoeing is delivered through many different and varied organisations. We have a good club 
structure with just under 400 clubs affiliated to British Canoeing of which over 150 are accredited. 
In addition, there is much activity delivered through a wide range of youth groups across England.  
Our 150 Quality Mark providers introduce thousands of young people and adults to Paddlesport 
every year.  We have a dedicated and strong coaching workforce backed up by thousands of 
volunteers without which canoeing would simply not exist as it does today.

The canoeing market has changed dramatically in the last decade with equipment such as sit-on 
kayaks, stand up paddleboards and inflatables creating much greater accessibility to the water. 
It is perceived as a leisure activity as well as a sport. There are many types of paddling to suit all 
interests from social activity to personal challenge, adventure and extreme sport to using the 
canoe to explore the environment, and many more.   We have over ten disciplines that provide a 
diverse range of competition opportunities from local through to international and elite level.  
As a nation we have achieved great international success and are developing better talent 
pathways for paddlers.

From the survey you identified clearly your views on what are the Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities and Threats for Paddlesport and British Canoeing. These are summarised on 
the following page.

*Data from Sport England’s Active People Surveys, Watersports Participation Survey 2015, Taking Part, Fusion 
Research and BC database.

Weaknesses

• Coaching; listed as confusing, over complicated, expensive, restricting and not fit for purpose
• Access; lack of access to waterways
• Competition; a perceived over focus with an imbalance of Olympic vs non-Olympic funding 

whilst ignoring the recreational paddler
• Volunteers; under supported
• Communications; poor throughout the sport
• Pathways; underdeveloped
• Juniors; too few
• Thinking and Action; lacking and not joined up

Threats

• Access; restricted access to waterways
• Public Funding; a current over reliance and potential cuts which could affect British Canoeing 

and the many centres providing Paddlesport activity
• Coaching System; not meeting the needs of the sport 
• Members; a disconnect between British Canoeing and its members
• Clubs; feel a lack of support
• Volunteers and Coaches; a loss of both of these from the sport
• Profile; a lack of publicity and a low profile of the sport 

Strengths

• People; a large network of enthusiastic volunteers. Strong, enthusiastic communities of like-
minded people. Paddlers with a good connection to grassroots

• Clubs; a good network.
• Coaching System; internationally recognised and has a well structured national network
• Large waterways network
• For the participant; it is an enjoyable, fun sport. Plenty of opportunities for new participants.  

Great for health and wellbeing
• Competition; a good competition structure and successful elite programmes
• Structure; British Canoeing has good structure, organisation and committed staff

Opportunities

• Demand; the opportunity to harness the huge demand for outdoor sport/activity, embrace the 
outdoor market and use canoeing to access the natural environment

• Health and Fitness; the chance to promote the benefits of canoeing
• People; the sport is very attractive to younger people and university students. The promotion 

of female participation and ‘opportunities for all’
• Profile; increase publicity and profile. Improve public perception. Use the Olympics and 

Paralympics to increase our profile and opportunities to grow
• Partners; engage with partners, the communities and trade
• Organisation; improvements in the structure. More joined up. Better utilisation of technology

Where are we now?
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Below are some of the comments to the SWOT questions from the online consultation.

By defining the Purpose of British Canoeing all those parts of the organisation mentioned in ‘who 
the strategy is for’ section can focus on working towards a central goal. British Canoeing has the 
potential to take a leap forward through this strategy.  But to make this happen we must find ways 
to work much better together.  Our Shared Purpose will then be “Why we all do what we do.”

It is clear that we all think that the paddler or participant is at the heart of the Purpose. In addition, 
the Purpose should have an aspirational value.  Our Purpose could also embrace growth, health, 
enjoyment, satisfaction, improvement.

From the online consultation responses, the preferred wording for our Purpose (with 43.3% votes) 
was the first option, “To inspire a passion for canoeing for life”. The least preferred was the second 
option (see below).

The Purpose of British Canoeing – question 8 

Options Number ra ng each op on of 1 st , 2 nd  or 3 rd  choice 

 1st 2nd 3rd Total 

 1. To inspire a passion for canoeing, for life 520  393 287 1200  

2.  More paddlers, more engaged, more 
successful 

252 389 570  1211 

3.      To help more canoeists to stay 
healthy, have fun and to improve to the 
best of their ability and desire 

475 439 354 1268 

 

Our Purpose then, which might be embraced and used throughout British Canoeing could be: 

“More canoeists, staying healthy, finding fun and satisfaction, enjoying challenge,  
improvement and success.” 

What you said about Purpose:

The comments suggested that whilst the functional benefits of canoeing are important, the use of 
numbers and increased quantity of paddlers in the Purpose is less important to the people re-
sponding to the consultation:

“Rather than just engaging MORE paddlers, to look after those engaged already better. To 
increase opportunity for those already members and increase success in the competitive 
disciplines.”

It was great to see so many people who wanted to share their passion and love for the sport 
through the new Purpose:

“To inspire a passion for paddlesport. This then incorporates all the areas that BC represents.”

A large number of responses also highlighted the need to promote the health benefits of canoeing, 
in addition to the benefits of getting outside in the natural environment, in a safe and environmen-
tally conscious manner:

“Promote a healthy and fun lifestyle for people of all ages and abilities.”

“’To help more people stay healthy, have fun and improve to the best of their ability through 
canoeing’, as it combines getting more people involved and the health and performance 
improvements.”

“To enjoy the natural diversity of the great UK outdoors, while paddling safely and to the best 
of your ability and desire.”

“To promote a healthy lifestyle, a love of the outdoors and respect for the environment.”

“Lack of club coaches. It is so expensive to become a coach now. Club coaches 
play a vital role for people at grassroot level. Not everyone will be, or even 
wants to go to centres for coaching, or paddle at the Olympics. We paddle for 
the love of it.”

“Seen as adventurous/exciting/peaceful/relaxing activity ... so can be almost all 
things to all people. Some amazing volunteers. All inclusive.”

“Strong established body of enthusiastic paddlesport coaches, clubs and 
providers. New coaching scheme is good for progressing paddlers, and people are 
getting more on board with it now. Olympic successes.”

“Very diverse sport.”

 “Opportunity to bring together many voices, many disciplines, to be represented 
as a whole, with the strength that this will bring.”

“River and canal networks being regenerated and encouraged for use by other 
bodies. NHS and Sport links to address public health inequalities around the 
country. Accessible sport kit, i.e. SOTs, SUP to appeal to all ages. Wide spectrum of 
options within the sport to find an appeal for anyone at any age.”

“Growing interest in outdoor sports; awareness of associated benefits of increased 
activity that is not to do with ‘organised sport’

“The risk of further alienating volunteers already in the sport by lack of 
communication, consultation and customer focus. Most paddlers are happy to be 
recreational paddlers, and the organisation should reflect this.”

Why are we here? What’s the Purpose?
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The British Canoeing Vision will describe what we want to become or achieve in the period of 
this strategy and beyond.  The Vision could also become a shared vision – with the keywords 
shared and repeated in plans created by the British Canoeing Board, clubs and centres, regions, 
disciplines, national committees, and external partners. 

In response to the online consultation the third option below was the favoured wording for a 
Vision statement with 53.6% respondents selecting it as their first choice. 

“Working together, with canoeing becoming the active lifestyle choice for millions by 2025” 

A few key comments relating to the Vision are provided below.

“2 out of the 3 (of the options) are looking at international success, it’s important, vital even, but 
if our vision isn’t as caring and clear about the volunteers who are responsible for those people 
being successful in the first place we are at risk of alienating the grassroots we so desperately 
need.”

“Working together to make paddlesports available to all. Membership, participation and 
International success will naturally increase.”

“To develop strength and depth across all aspects of Paddlesport - to become an NGB that 
everybody is proud to be a part of.”

Taking into account the comments from the consultation the following Vision is proposed as 
something that could apply equally and be adapted at all levels within the sport;

“Canoeing recognised as a modern, growing and successful lifestyle sport; connected, engaged 
and meeting the very varied needs of paddlers throughout the UK”

The strategy will be structured under a number of headings or pillars. Currently we have identified 
six potential Pillars. These will be the core areas of activity for those involved in the delivery of the 
strategy over the next four years. 

In the second round of consultation we will discuss these further and identify the key actions 
within each area which could bring the biggest improvements.

1: INCREASE PARTICIPATION AND MEMBERSHIP

• Increase the number of people who start and stay in canoeing and who paddle regularly
• Develop stronger and better supported clubs
• Develop inclusive opportunities for all types of Paddlesport
• Increase the number of members through better recruitment and retention

Actions might include:

• Increased local opportunities to participate – easy, accessible and well promoted
• Improve pathways for participants in canoeing with clarity of opportunities 
• A Quality Mark programme that supports club and providers with staff support, backed by 

quality resources.
• Refocus on youth aged 8+; develop fun and progressive awards that are relevant to the youth 

of today, continue to develop school /club links and stronger links with uniformed groups 
• Improve what we do and how we do it so that people want to become members 
• Better promotion of membership, the benefits and opportunities for commission for key 

groups 
• More events for recreational paddlers eg symposiums, challenge events, tours

2: MORE PLACES TO PADDLE

• Work for improved access to the waterways in England and Wales
• Develop and promote the national network of canoe trails
• Promote wildlife, conservation and environmental issues

Actions might include:

• New access campaign – resourced and well promoted
• Working with key partners, develop hubs of canoe trails for door-step and destination 

paddling, inland and coastal
• Continue to develop resources and roll out environmental training for paddlers

Our Vision for the future What are we intending to do – the Six Pillars of our work?



P. 12 P. 13

3: COMPETITION AND PERFORMANCE

• Develop and improve the competition structure within all disciplines
• Improve the paddler development pathways within all disciplines
• Achieve greater Olympic and Paralympic success
• Achieve greater international success in all competition disciplines

Actions might include:

• Appoint full time member of staff to support the competition disciplines in developing plans 
for each discipline, deliver great events, grow in depth and breadth and embrace great 
governance

• Improve depth and size of competition talent pool 
• Develop our competition events programme and delivery to inspire participation at all levels 

and deliver champions

6: IMPROVED PROFILE AND COMMUNICATIONS

• Develop excellent communications throughout the sport
• Better promotion of canoeing 

Actions might include:

• Further development of website and social media platforms
• Improve effectiveness of communication to members based on preference or interest
• International events programme in the UK – that attracts media coverage of the   

sport as a whole

4: INVEST IN OUR PEOPLE

• Improve the coaching system and support to coaches
• More volunteers better supported at every level throughout the sport
• Improve staff training so that everyone can provide a great service to paddlers,  

volunteers and coaches

Actions might include:

• Improve accessibility and affordability of coaching through better CPD recognition and support 
and training programmes that meet the needs of the participants

• Develop regional and local coaching volunteer roles to provide support to coaching 
communities, providing mentoring backed by increased support

• Develop and promote resources/training for clubs and committees to improve volunteer 
recruitment, retention, and recognition 

5: GREAT ORGANISATION AND GOVERNANCE

• British Canoeing to generate more commercial income to reinvest back into the sport
• Ensure strong governance at all levels within the sport
• Embrace technology throughout the sport to stimulate participation, improve performance, 

communications and business efficiency
• Establish and embrace strong partnerships which help deliver the strategy

Actions might include:

• Investment in systems and technology that reduce the burden on volunteers, eg club and 
event management systems

• Develop agreements with partners with clear outcomes

The following are comments from the online survey to question 12 – Action Plans and Priorities: 

“Recreational involvement needs to be prioritised, at a grassroots level to ensure more paddlers 
enter the sport and bring investment with them in all manners.”

 “I speak for myself rather than the club, but I think we feel proud of our own success, exhausted by 
the effort and would like a little more recognition.”

“What has to be remembered with all this, is that at a club level, all is delivered by volunteers. One 
of the main problems faced by clubs is not a desire to change, or do better, or do more, it is the 
ability to actually deliver its vision, because very often there are a few (volunteer) people delivering 
to a larger number of demanding members.”

“I have been a proud if sometimes not too happy member of BCU/ British Canoeing, I was so 
pleased to see a high profile at the Slalom World in 2015. We need this to become regional so that 
we sell our sport for local centres to everyone. The customer service and greeting everyday was 
brilliant and part of how we should be seen to all paddlers. It’s a big sell and a long process but 
if this was regional and visited events in each region we become more visible. I love what we are 
becoming and the more commercial approach that is currently seen, as this can only change the 
once perceived “Old pals” system I used to hear of as LCO. It’s never easy but being able to get past 
this reaction is key. Grass roots will give us more success across a well-run sport, my guess is those 
roots are ready to grow and spread so let’s do it.”
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It will be important that the strategy sets out some clear goals, in order to bring focus to delivery. 
It will be equally important to know if we are making progress, to report the facts, to recognise 
progress and challenges and to celebrate achievements.

Once we have agreed the pillars then we can finalise the performance measures we want to use. 
The performance measurement will therefore be more of a focus in the second draft consultation 
between September and November 2016. In the meantime, the following are presented as the 
types of measures we might adopt.

• To increase the number of people who paddle weekly, monthly or occasionally each year in 
England (measured by Sport England and Watersports Participation survey)

• To increase the number of people who are British Canoeing individual members and the 
number of club members 

• To win x and y Olympic and Paralympic medals in 2020

• To achieve more international success in non-Olympic disciplines in 2017-2021 (medal count)

• To be recognised as an effective, modern and successful governing body (through member 
satisfaction scores, UK Sport/Sport England governance rating) 

• The second draft produced and further consultation September – November 2016
• Plan presented for approval to Board of British Canoeing December 2016
• Plan launched early 2017

The strategy will be delivered by many organisations working together, so the resources for its 
delivery are also going to come from many sources – ie from far wider than the funding within 
British Canoeing centrally.

British Canoeing centrally will align the allocation of its grant funds and income from membership 
and commercial sources, to the delivery of the agreed priorities within the strategic plan.

Clubs, centres, regions, disciplines and other partners will be encouraged to incorporate the 
relevant priorities from the strategic plan within their own plans and strategies and then to use 
existing resources to maximum effect.

First draft consultation May – August 2016.  This will be through 14 area events (listed below) and 
a number of round table discussions with key groups.

Yorkshire (Leeds)    23rd May

East Midlands (Nottingham)  24th May

South East (Guildford)   27th May

West Midlands (Birmingham)  2nd June

North East (Durham)   8th June

Cumbria (Penrith)    9th June

South West (Taunton)   22nd June

Eastern(Bedford)    5th July

Southern (Henley on Thames)  8th July

North West (Salford)   14th July

London(Lee Valley)    20th July

Scotland     10th June tbc

Wales      1st July

N. Ireland     tbc

How will we measure success Timescales and next steps

How will the plan be resourced?



For more information about
British Canoeing visit:
www.britishcanoeing.org.uk 

Our members and the wider paddling 
community can get in touch with us at:

British Canoeing,
National Water Sports Centre,
Adbolton Lane, 
Holme Pierrepont, 
Nottingham,
NG12 2LU

T. 0845 370 9500

Or keep up to date with the latest
news via our social media channels:

Follow us on Facebook and Twitter!

MORE
INFORMATION


