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TRUSTING
IN NETBALL

“It was the most amazing
experience and I knew I wanted
to do it again.”
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TRUSTING IN NETBALL

Caroline Roberts explores the difference a group of volunteer coaches
are making around the world, where netball is the gateway to altogether
more serious matters.

K

een netball player Monica Thandi was
on a volunteering trip to Uganda with
the Tag Rugby Trust when she saw a
group of girls scratch the lines of a netball
court in the dirt, put on their home-made bibs
and start playing with a ball made of plastic
bags tied together with string
“I instantly dropped the rugby ball and
went running over to the netball game,” she
says. “Every day, I played with the netball
girls after my tag rugby session and helped
the teacher with coaching. It was the most
amazing experience and I knew I wanted to
do it again.”
That was in 2009 and, after running a
larger netball project on a Tag Rugby Trust
tour the following year, she decided to
launch her own charity to make the sport
more accessible to youngsters in some of the
least developed parts of the world. The
Netball Development Trust now has projects
in Uganda, Kenya, India and Pakistan and has
reached more than 7,000 children. Groups of

passionate netballers from the UK travel out
on two-week coaching tours twice a year,
and around 50 local volunteers keep the
programme running the rest of the time. But
it’s not just about netball – the charity is also
using the sport as a vehicle to deliver sex
education and life skills, and to improve the
lot of girls.

“What we’re trying to do is to
show the boys that girls can be
amazing sportspeople, and be
captains and leaders just the
same as they can.”
On a Kenya tour in 2014, Monica
wondered why two of the girls weren’t
participating and was shocked to discover it
was because they had their periods. “They
had no sanitary pads and were using rags
and leaves, their school dresses had been
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Katrina Burt, left, volunteered with the Trust in Kenya and Uganda.

stained, the boys had been laughing at them
and they had not been to school for two
days.” It’s a common problem in the region,
with girls routinely missing four school days
a month. Since then, the charity has been
fundraising to provide free sanitary pads.

“I’ve seen the way kids from the
community come and knock on
the coach’s door to have a chat
about a problem at home or at
school.”
“I’ve come to realise we also need to help
educate both girls and boys about sexual and
reproductive health and their rights,” she
adds. “There’s a lack of awareness about
some very sensitive issues, such as early
marriage, unwanted pregnancies, rape and
gender-based violence, and boys need the
education as much as the girls need the pads
if we are going to make a difference.”
Wherever possible, boys and girls play
netball together and attendance at the
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education sessions are a required part of the
activity package. While the charity provides
the netball coaching and equipment, it
recognises that local knowledge and cultural
understanding are vital to the success of the
educational aspect so it partners with local
non-profit organisations, which train the
coaches to deliver the sessions. Like many
team sports, netball is a way in to those
important conversations, says Julie Smith, a
club and county coach and regional umpire
who is the Trust’s Head of Development.
“While playing, they’re working together as a
team and building relationships with older
trusted people who know about sport but
also know a lot of other stuff about life too.
I’ve seen the way kids from the community
come and knock on the coach’s door to have
a chat about a problem at home or at
school.”
And the mixed netball sessions convey
an important message too, she adds. “Often
the girls’ future is about staying at home and
caring for the family while the boys get all
the opportunities. What we’re trying to do is
to show the boys that girls can be amazing
sportspeople, and be captains and leaders
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LEARNING ON THE JOB
Volunteering with the charity has
helped coaches develop their practice too.
Katrina Burt is studying Sport and Exercise
Psychology at Loughborough University.
The Level 2 netball coach travelled to
Kenya and Uganda with the Trust last year.
“English is the second language of the
students we were coaching so it was a
good challenge as you had to use a lot of
demonstration. Before I went, I always
used to explain a drill, and then
demonstrate it, but when I was there I
realised I needed to demonstrate as I was
explaining, and then follow up with
another demo. I’d never thought of doing
that before but I think it’s more effective. I
also learnt a lot from working with people
with different coaching experiences as, at
home, we’ve all been through the same
system.
“I’ll never take the facilities we have
over here for granted again. In the first
week, we only had one set of posts and
every time you’d take a shot the hoop
would fall down, so one of the kids had to
scramble up the pole to knock it back into
place with a stone. They’ll try so hard to
impress you and will do something again
and again until they get it right. That was
so rewarding.”
To find out more, visit netballtrust.co.uk
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just the same as they can.”
Conditions can be challenging, with
sloping playing fields, surfaces of rutted
grass or dust that turns to mud when it rains,
and a lack of posts. “We mark out the courts
by drawing lines in the sand with a stick, or
by sprinkling lime or ash. If we’re playing at a
school where the children have shoes, we
often use those to demarcate the court,” says
Julie. But the enthusiasm of the participants
makes up for it, and the children will walk for
miles carrying posts between schools just so
they can play.
Development of the sport as grass-roots
level is opening up academic opportunities
too, with the possibility of sponsorship to
attend high school for promising players. But
it’s also about broadening their experience
generally. “We took our Kenyan kids into
Uganda to play a tournament. These are kids
who’d never left their village let alone left
Kenya.”
At present, the Trust is completely reliant
on donations. Volunteers travelling on
coaching tours fundraise to cover their own
expenses and to contribute towards the cost
of running the programme abroad. Both
women running the charity have full-time
jobs, Monica as a solicitor and Julie as a civil
servant, although Julie has now arranged her
work schedule to dedicate a day a week to
the charity. “We’re starting to apply for
various pots of money and supporting our
projects abroad to apply for local funding
too. There’s a lot of competition out there so
we need to get smarter at pitching ourselves
as we know we can change lives and make a
real difference.”ce
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