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Abstract

The South-South region of Nigeria, rich in natural resources and cultural heritage, grapples
with socio-economic challenges such as high unemployment, poverty, and environmental
degradation, necessitating innovative strategies for sustainable development. The significance
of sports development in South-South Nigeria extends far beyond mere athletic achievement.
It presents an opportunity to catalyze economic growth and enhance social cohesion. Sports
serve as a unifying force, bridging ethnic and cultural divides. This paper explores the potential
of sports as a catalyst for economic growth, social cohesion, and public health in Delta, Bayelsa,
and Cross River states, aiming to address these challenges while aligning with the United
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Through a comprehensive review of existing
literature, case studies, and regional sports initiatives, the study evaluates the economic, social,
and health impacts of sports, alongside barriers to their development. Findings indicate that
sports generate significant economic benefits through job creation in coaching, facility
management, and sports tourism, while fostering social inclusion by bridging ethnic divides,
empowering women, and reducing crime rates among youth. Health benefits include reduced
prevalence of non-communicable diseases and improved mental well-being, contributing to
lower healthcare costs. However, barriers such as inadequate sports infrastructure, insufficient
funding, gender disparities, corruption, and weak policy implementation limit the region’s
ability to fully harness these benefits. The study concludes that strategic interventions can
harness sports to drive sustainable development by creating jobs, reducing crime, and
improving health outcomes. Recommendations include upgrading eco-friendly sports facilities,
enforcing transparent policies, fostering public-private partnerships, and promoting grassroots
programs to nurture talent and community engagement, thereby unlocking the transformative
potential of sports in the region.

Keywords: Sports Development; Economic Growth; Social Cohesion; Youth Engagement;
Sustainable Development; Infrastructure Investment; Crime Reduction; Job Creation

Copyright @ 2021 DJERD. All Rights Reserved (https://delsujerd.com) 556
DJERD is currently indexed in Crossref (21* March 2025-Date) hiips://fip.crossref.org/titlelist/titleFile.csv



& .

|7 =
-‘&,,_ '“:_r,/"w DELSU Journal of Educational Research and Development (DJERD), Vol. 22, No. 1, June, 2025. pp. 556-566
e ISSN: Print - 0794-1447 Online — 2682-535X DOI: https://doi.org/10.61448/djerd22149

Introduction

The South-South region of Nigeria, consisting of Akwa Ibom, Bayelsa, Cross River,
Delta, Edo and Rivers State, is richly endowed with natural resources, especially crude oil and
boasts a vibrant cultural heritage. Despite these assets, the region faces significant socio-
economic challenges, including high unemployment rates, environmental degradation and
poverty. Sustainable development refers to fostering economic growth, social equity and
environmental sustainability to improve the quality of life for residents of South-South Nigeria
without compromising future generations' ability to thrive (United Nations, 2015). Formerly,
the South-South Region comprised of Bendel State (which was divided into the present-day
Edo and Delta State), Rivers State (divided into Rivers and Bayelsa) and South-Eastern State
(divided into Cross River and Akwa Ibom State). Delta, Bayelsa and Cross River has made
strides in infrastructure development and education, economic diversification remains a
challenge, with over-reliance on oil revenues (Adeleye et al., 2021). Initiatives focusing on
youth empowerment, healthcare and grassroots development are critical for addressing these
challenges. Sports development emerges as a viable strategy for achieving sustainable
development goals by creating economic opportunities, fostering unity and enhancing
community well-being (Omoruyi & Igbinosa, 2021). Sports development has far-reaching
implications for both economic growth and social integration (Akarah et al, 2015).
Economically, sports contribute to revenue generation through tourism, sponsorship deals and
employment opportunities in sectors such as facility management, merchandising and media
(Adepoju & Agbonlahor, 2019). For instance, hosting sports events or leagues generates
income from ticket sales, advertising and local business patronage. Moreover, sports offer a
platform for talent development and youth empowerment, reducing unemployment rates,
reduce crime rates, fostering entrepreneurship as well as serve as a unifying force, bridging
ethnic and cultural divides (Eke et al., 2020; Okafor et al., 2022).

The role of sports in advancing the United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) is well-documented. Sports intersect with several SDGs, particularly Goal 3 (Good
Health and Well-being), Goal 4 (Quality Education) and Goal 8 (Decent Work and Economic
Growth). Physical activities improve physical and mental health, reducing healthcare costs and
improving life expectancy (World Health Organization, 2021). Grassroots sports programs
contribute to education by instilling discipline, teamwork and leadership skills in participants,
aligning with Goal 4.

In the context of economic development, sports create job opportunities and stimulate
local economies. Events such as marathons, football tournaments and basketball leagues attract
tourists and investors, bolstering regional development efforts. Furthermore, sports promote
gender equality (Goal 5) by empowering women and girls to participate in traditionally male-
dominated activities, fostering a culture of inclusivity (Okeke & Adefarati, 2020).

Despite the evident benefits, sports development in the South-South region faces
several challenges such as inadequate infrastructure, poorly maintained sports facilities and
lack access to modern stadiums, training grounds and recreational centers, limiting
opportunities for talent development (Eke et al., 2020). Additionally, funding for sports
initiatives is often insufficient, with government budgets focusing more on roads and power-
grid. Another critical challenge is the lack of a coherent policy framework for sports
governance, corruption and mismanagement of resources often undermine sports programs as
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well as social issues such as youth restiveness and militancy (Okafor et al., 2022; Omoruyi &
Igbinosa, 2021). The South-South region has immense potential for leveraging sports as a
catalyst for sustainable development, systemic challenges must be addressed.

The Role of Sports in Sustainable Development
a. Economic Contributions of Sports

Sports provide numerous employment opportunities across various sectors, including
facility management, coaching, event planning and management, and sports journalism.
According to Adepoju and Agbonlahor (2019), the sports industry in Nigeria has the potential
to absorb a significant proportion of the unemployed population, especially youth. For instance,
grassroots sports initiatives and leagues can create direct jobs for coaches, referees and support
staff, while indirectly supporting local businesses such as food vendors and transport services.
Sports tourism is a growing sector globally and Nigeria is no exception. Events like football
tournaments, marathons and cultural sports festivals attract domestic and international tourists.
These events contribute to local economies through hotel bookings, transportation and
hospitality services (Eke et al., 2020). For example, the Okpekpe International Road Race in
Edo State has generated significant revenue for surrounding communities while promoting
Nigeria as a destination for sports tourism.

Sports programs provide an alternative pathway for youth employment, particularly in
a region like South-South Nigeria, where youth unemployment rates are high. Beyond direct
employment, sports encourage entrepreneurship through opportunities such as sports
equipment sales and athlete management. Moreover, the structured discipline required in sports
fosters life skills that improve employability (Omoruyi & Igbinosa, 2021).

b. Social Impact of Sports

Sports inherently promote inclusivity by creating platforms where individuals from
diverse backgrounds can participate on an equal footing. In a multi-ethnic region like South-
South Nigeria, sports have been instrumental in bridging ethnic divides, fostering
understanding and building trust. Mixed-gender teams and disability-inclusive sports further
enhance participation and representation, contributing to social equity (Okafor et al., 2022).

Engaging youth in sports has been shown to reduce crime rates by providing
constructive outlets for their energy and creativity. Sports activities in communities act as
deterrents to antisocial behavior, offering alternatives to militancy and criminal activities
prevalent in the Niger Delta region (Eke ef al., 2020). Organized sports programs also serve as
platforms for mentorship, helping at-risk youth develop positive habits and aspirations
(Adeleye et al., 2021). Sports reflect and reinforce cultural identity, particularly through
traditional games and festivals. For instance, wrestling competitions and canoe races in Bayelsa
are not only recreational but also cultural expressions that strengthen regional identity. Such
activities promote unity by bringing people together to celebrate shared traditions (Adepoju &
Agbonlahor, 2019).
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Sports and Health Outcomes

Participation in sports improves physical fitness, reducing the prevalence of non-
communicable diseases such as obesity, diabetes and hypertension. Community sports
programs have been linked to better health outcomes, particularly among youth and the elderly
(Zhou et al., 2021). Additionally, sports promote mental well-being by reducing stress and
anxiety, enhancing self-esteem and providing a sense of belonging (World Health Organization,
2021). By improving overall health, sports contribute to long-term economic savings through
reduced healthcare costs and increased productivity. For example, regular physical activity
lowers the incidence of chronic diseases, thereby decreasing government spending on public
health interventions (Omoruyi & Igbinosa, 2021). These outcomes are as well are possible in
South-South Nigeria.

Table 1: Health Benefits and Economic Impacts of Sports

Health Indicator Impact Economic Implication
Reduced Obesity Rates 15% decrease in communities Lower healthcare costs
Improved Mental Health 20% reduction in depression Higher workplace productivity

Decreased Hypertension Cases  25% decline among participants  Fewer public health interventions

Note. Reprinted from “Physical activity: A strategy for sustainable development,” by World
Health Organization, 2021.

Current Status of Sports Development in Delta, Bayelsa and Cross River States

The South-South region of Nigeria, comprising states like Delta, Bayelsa and Cross
River, has a rich history of sports excellence. However, the current state of sports development
in the region reveals a mixed picture, with commendable progress in some areas and significant
challenges in others.

Infrastructure and Facilities

The availability and quality of sports infrastructure remain critical determinants of
sports development. In Delta State, flagship facilities such as the Stephen Keshi Stadium in
Asaba exemplify the region's capacity to host national and international events (Ogundele &
Okoro, 2021). However, in rural areas and smaller towns, facilities often lack modern amenities,
limiting access for athletes. Similarly, Bayelsa and Cross River states boast iconic structures
like the Samson Siasia Stadium in Yenagoa and the U.J. Esuene Stadium in Calabar. Despite
these, many community-level facilities are poorly maintained or non-existent, reducing
opportunities for grassroots engagement in sports (Adesanya et al., 2022).

Government investment has been a key driver of sports infrastructure in the region,
with a focus on revamping stadiums and sports complexes. For instance, Delta State has
allocated significant funds to hosting the National Sports Festival and building new sports
academies (Eze et al., 2023). Public-private partnerships (PPPs) have also played a role,
particularly in Cross River State, where collaborations with private entities have supported
sports tourism events like the Obudu Mountain race. However, inconsistent funding and
bureaucratic delays undermine the sustainability of these efforts (Oghenekaro et al., 2021).
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Table 2: Status of Sports Infrastructure in South-South States

State Key Facilities Condition Major Challenges

Delta Stephen Keshi Stadium, Asaba Excellent  Lack of rural facilities
Bayelsa Samson Siasia Stadium, Yenagoa  Good Maintenance and funding gaps
Cross River U.J. Esuene Stadium, Calabar Fair Aging infrastructure

Note. Reprinted from “Grassroots sports initiatives and their impacts in Nigeria,” by E.
Oghenekaro, L. Adebayo, and C. Nwosu, 2021, Journal of Grassroots Development, 5(1), 18.

Policy and Governance

State governments in the South-South region have outlined policies aimed at promoting
sports development. For instance, Delta State's "Elite Athlete Development Program"
emphasizes nurturing talent for international competitions (Ogundele & Okoro, 2021). Bayelsa
State focuses on integrating sports into education through school-based programs, while Cross
River prioritizes sports tourism as a revenue-generating strategy. Despite these policies, a lack
of coordination among states and inadequate regional frameworks limit their impact (Adesanya
et al., 2022). Policy implementation remains a significant hurdle due to inadequate funding,
corruption and inconsistent leadership. Bayelsa State's plans for developing sports academies
have stalled due to financial constraints, while Cross River's sports tourism initiatives are
undermined by poor infrastructure. Furthermore, the absence of robust monitoring and
evaluation mechanisms makes it difficult to assess the effectiveness of policies (Akarah et al.,
2021).

Grassroots Sports Development

Grassroots sports organizations are essential for identifying and nurturing talent in the
South-South region. In Delta State, the Delta State Football League serves as a platform for
local teams to compete and showcase their skills. Bayelsa's community-based wrestling
tournaments preserve traditional sports while engaging youth in physical activity. Cross River
State has leveraged school sports programs to promote participation among children
(Oghenekaro et al., 2021). Talent identification programs are pivotal for producing elite
athletes. Delta State’s annual sports festivals serve as a scouting ground for budding talent
(Adesanya et al., 2022). However, these programs face challenges such as limited funding,
inadequate coaching staff and lack of follow-up support for identified athletes (Ogundele &
Okoro, 2021).

Barriers to Achieving Sustainable Sports Development

Despite the potential of sports as a driver of sustainable development in the South-South
Nigeria, several barriers impede progress. These challenges are multifaceted, encompassing
economic, social and political dimensions.

Economic Barriers

One of the most significant economic barriers to sustainable sports development in
Delta, Bayelsa and Cross River states is inadequate funding. Government budgets for sports
are often limited and poorly allocated, with a focus on elite competitions rather than grassroots
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development (Ogundele & Okoro, 2021). The lack of funds affects the maintenance of sports
facilities, payment of coaches and implementation of training programs. Moreover, economic
crises and competing priorities such as healthcare and education often lead to budget cuts in
the sports sector (Adesanya et al., 2022).

Private-sector participation in sports development is minimal due to perceived risks and
low returns on investment. Corporate sponsorships are often concentrated on football,
sidelining other sports. Additionally, a lack of incentives, such as tax rebates for investors in
sports infrastructure or programs, further discourages private-sector involvement (Eze et al.,
2023). The underutilization of public-private partnerships (PPPs) exacerbates this issue,
leaving states to heavily rely on government funding.

Social Barriers

Gender disparities in sports participation remain a pervasive challenge in the South-
South region. Cultural norms and societal expectations often discourage women and girls from
engaging in sports, particularly in rural areas (Oghenekaro et al., 2021). This disparity not only
limits the talent pool but also undermines the role of sports in promoting gender equality, a key
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG 5). Moreover, the absence of women-focused programs
and female role models in sports exacerbates the issue. Another significant social barrier is the
limited awareness of the multifaceted benefits of sports. Many communities view sports solely
as a recreational activity rather than a tool for economic empowerment, social cohesion and
health improvement. This lack of awareness results in low participation rates, particularly
among youth, who could otherwise benefit from the opportunities provided by sports (Eze et
al., 2023).

Political and Structural Barriers

Corruption remains a major hindrance to sustainable sports development. Funds
allocated for sports programs and facility upgrades are often misappropriated, leaving critical
initiatives underfunded (Adesanya et al., 2022). Mismanagement within sports federations also
leads to inefficiencies, such as the appointment of unqualified personnel and delays in project
implementation. These issues erode public trust and deter potential investors and sponsors.
More so, the absence of robust institutional frameworks hampers the eftfective governance of
sports. Policies are often poorly implemented due to lack of clear accountability structures and
coordination among stakeholders (Ogundele & Okoro, 2021). While some states have
established sports commissions, their operations are often hindered by inadequate autonomy
and political interference. This practice limits their ability to execute long-term plans for sports
development.

Economic, social and political barriers present significant challenges to achieving
sustainable sports development in the South-South Nigeria. Addressing these barriers requires
a multi-stakeholder approach involving governments, private-sector actors, civil society and
communities. By tackling funding gaps, promoting gender equality, raising awareness and
strengthening governance structures, the region can harness the full potential of sports as a
catalyst for sustainable development.
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Strategies for Attaining Sports Development, Economic and Social Goals

Achieving sustainable sports development in the South-South region of Nigeria
requires strategic interventions that address key barriers and unlock the transformative potential
of sports. The strategies highlighted below focus on improving infrastructure, implementing
policy reforms, leveraging partnerships and enhancing grassroots engagement. These
initiatives aim to foster economic growth, promote social inclusion and contribute to public
health.

Strengthening Infrastructure and Facilities

Infrastructure is a cornerstone of sports development. Delta, Bayelsa and Cross River
states should prioritize the renovation of existing sports facilities and the construction of new
ones to accommodate diverse sporting activities. Upgraded facilities, such as stadiums, gyms
and community sports centers, can serve as hubs for talent development and recreational
activities (Eze et al., 2023). Ensuring accessibility for differently-abled individuals will further
enhance inclusivity.

To align with global sustainability goals, the adoption of eco-friendly practices in sports
infrastructure development is essential. This includes the use of renewable energy sources,
water conservation measures, sustainable construction materials which not only reduces
environmental impacts but also lowers operational costs in the long run (Adebayo et al., 2021).

Policy Reforms and Institutional Strengthening

Effective policy frameworks are essential for driving sports development. State
governments should draft and implement comprehensive sports policies that address funding,
talent development and inclusivity. These policies should be informed by international best
practices and tailored to the unique socio-economic dynamics of the region (Ogundele & Okoro,
2021). Addressing corruption and inefficiencies in sports administration requires robust
governance structures. Transparency in fund allocation, project execution and monitoring
mechanisms will build public trust and attract investments. Regular audits and the
establishment of independent oversight bodies can ensure accountability (Adesanya et al.,
2022).

Leveraging Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs)

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) offer a sustainable model for funding sports
initiatives. Governments should create incentives, such as tax breaks and grants, to encourage
private-sector investment in sports programs and infrastructure. Successful PPPs in other
regions can serve as models for implementation (Eze et al., 2023). Collaborating with
international sports organizations can provide technical expertise, funding and global visibility.
Such partnerships can also facilitate the hosting of international tournaments, which boosts
sports tourism and local economies (Ogundele & Okoro, 2021).

Grassroots Sports Development and Community Engagement

Grassroots initiatives are vital for nurturing talent and promoting community
participation. Organizing local sports leagues and tournaments creates platforms for identifying
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and developing young athletes (Oghenekaro et al., 2021). Integrating sports education into
school curricula ensures early exposure to physical activities and promotes lifelong fitness
habits. Partnerships with schools to provide training, equipment and coaching resources can
significantly enhance sports development at the grassroots level (Adebayo et al., 2021).

The outlined strategies provide a roadmap for achieving sports development, economic
growth and social integration in Delta, Bayelsa and Cross River states. By strengthening
infrastructure, reforming policies, leveraging partnerships and fostering grassroots engagement,
these states can harness the potential of sports as a tool for sustainable development.

Case Studies and Best Practices

Exploring successful sports development models and existing initiatives in South-South
Nigeria provides valuable insights into enhancing sports as a catalyst for economic, social and
health benefits.

Successful Sports Development Models
Several regions have leveraged sports development to achieve sustainable growth:

1. Rwanda's Youth Sports Development Program: Rwanda has implemented
robust youth sports programs that integrate community sports initiatives with
formal education. This model has significantly enhanced talent identification
and youth engagement, contributing to social cohesion and crime reduction
(Nsengiyumva & Habimana, 2020).

2. South Africa’s Legacy from the 2010 FIFA World Cup: South Africa utilized
the World Cup to develop infrastructure, boost tourism and strengthen sports
governance. The focus on sustainability included converting stadiums into
multipurpose facilities for long-term community use (Cornelissen, 2019).

These principles can be adapted to Delta, Bayelsa and Cross River states by establishing
multi-purpose sports centers and integrating sports into school curricula.

South-South Regional Sports Initiatives

The South-South region has initiated several sports programs aimed at youth
development and social cohesion:

1. Delta State Sports Festival: This event promotes local talent, fosters unity and
encourages inter-community collaboration. The festival has produced athletes
who have represented Nigeria internationally, showcasing its effectiveness in
talent discovery (Eze & Uche, 2022).

2. Cross River's Obudu Mountain Race: This internationally recognized race
has significantly boosted tourism and local economic activity while promoting
fitness and cultural pride. The annual event attracts participants and spectators
from across the globe, showcasing the natural beauty of the Obudu Plateau and
enhancing its reputation as a tourist destination. Additionally, it serves as a
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platform for fostering unity among diverse communities, celebrating local
culture, and inspiring youth engagement in sports and wellness initiatives
(Adebayo & Okoro, 2021).

3. Bayelsa’s Sports Academy: The academy focuses on nurturing young athletes
through structured training programs, offering a pathway to professional sports
and educational opportunities. Furthermore, it has become a hub for talent
discovery and development in the region, contributing to the success of Nigerian
athletes on national and international stages while stimulating local pride and
economic activity (Ogundele, 2020).

Conclusion

Sports development in Delta, Bayelsa and Cross River states holds immense potential
to drive sustainable development by fostering economic growth, promoting social cohesion
and improving public health. However, achieving these benefits requires addressing existing
barriers such as inadequate infrastructure, poor policy implementation and limited private-
sector involvement. By adopting successful global practices, leveraging regional collaborations
and prioritizing grassroots initiatives, the South-South region can establish a thriving sports
sector that aligns with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and uplifts its communities.

Recommendations

1. Create a centralized hub in the South-South region, to foster research,
technology integration, and innovation in sports. This hub would focus on
developing sports analytics, wearable technology for athletes, and virtual
training platforms, engaging local universities and tech startups to enhance
talent development and attract global interest.

2. Launch mentorship initiatives pairing experienced athletes and coaches with
youth in rural and urban communities across Delta, Bayelsa, and Cross River.
These programs would emphasize life skills, career guidance, and personal
development, using sports as a medium to build resilience and leadership,
particularly for at-risk youth.

3. Promote sports-based social enterprises to generate income and encourage
community fitness.
4. Organize an annual regional festival celebrating traditional sports like wrestling

and canoe racing alongside modern sports. This event would showcase cultural
heritage, boost tourism, and foster unity, with proceeds reinvested into
grassroots sports programs to ensure long-term community benefits.

5. Establish a dedicated fund to provide scholarships for talented young athletes
from disadvantaged backgrounds in the South-South region. This initiative
would cover education, training, and travel expenses, ensuring access to
opportunities and reducing financial barriers to elite sports participation.
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