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Sustainability in sport through civic participation 
Strategic guidance document for the MONSTER project (CERV-2023-CITIZENS-CIV) 

The MONSTER project, an acronym for “aMbassadors to promote sustainability in leisure through 

participative approach”, is an initiative funded by the European Union’s CERV (Citizens, Equality, Rights and 

Values) program. This official position paper, conceived as a guidance tool for policymakers at the local, 

national and European levels, draws on a synthesis of concerns emerging directly from the world of sports 

associations and active citizenship. 

The project’s expected impacts include increased civic participation among young people in sports 

environmental policies and increased public awareness, in line with CERV’s objectives of fostering open, 

inclusive and participatory societies. The project builds on recent EU initiatives on sustainable sport, which 

emphasize its ability to engage large segments of society in green action. The approach is highly 

participatory and innovative: young multinational ambassadors work in groups to raise environmental 

awareness in the sports sector. 

Strategic framework and European context 

The sports industry has a massive carbon footprint, largely resulting from the energy management of 

venues, fan transportation and plastic waste generation. The European sports sector must rise to the 

challenge of aligning with the objectives of the European Green Deal, which aims to make Europe the first 

climate-neutral continent by 2050. Sport, thanks to its ability to unite large numbers of people from diverse 

backgrounds, is uniquely positioned to promote environmental sustainability. However, as the project’s 

context analysis revealed, many sports organizations struggle to reduce their impact due to limited 

resources and technical expertise. 

The MONSTER project addresses this scenario by proposing a participatory model. The Green Deal’s 

ambition, which includes carbon neutrality, can only be achieved if every sector of society is actively 

involved, and sport is no exception. The policies of EU Member States’ policymakers, international and 

national federations, professional and amateur clubs, but also individual athletes and fans, have a 

significant impact on the environment. In this sense, MONSTER follows the path set by Commission 

Decision C(2022) 18481, which recognizes sport as a critical factor in promoting sustainable development 

and empowering communities. 

In addition to the Green Deal, MONSTER embraces the principles of the New European Bauhaus (NEB), a 

creative and interdisciplinary initiative that connects the green deal to our daily lives and living spaces. The 

NEB promotes solutions that are not only sustainable, but also inclusive and beautiful, respecting the 

diversity of European traditions and cultures. Within MONSTER, sustainability is expressed through the 

concept of “active spaces”: places where physical activity and well-being merge with respect for the 

environment and social cohesion. 

 

1 Adoption of the 2022 annual work programme for the implementation of pilot projects and preparatory actions in 
the area of education, youth, sport and culture 
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Specific objectives 

MONSTER’s starting point is a needs analysis, conducted through a review of data and studies at the 

European and national levels. One particularly alarming finding concerns youth civic participation: although 

young adults (so-called Gen Z) demonstrate a high level of sensitivity towards climate change issues, a 

significant percentage feel “excluded from society” (approximately 44% according to a 2022 IPSOS study). 

Despite this sense of exclusion, 74% of young people express a desire to be actively involved in changing 

the situation. 

Surveys conducted during MONSTER’s pilot projects in Italy and Hungary confirmed that there is a high 

level of environmental awareness, but also a significant gap between what citizens know and what they 

actually do on a regular basis. In Hungary, for example, 84% of respondents consider sustainability 

important in sporting events, and 82% expect a clear commitment from athletes and teams. In Italy, the 

results show that sustainability is now perceived as part of the social responsibility of sports organizations 

and a key element of the legitimacy of public events. 

To meet these needs, MONSTER has defined three specific objectives (SO): 

• SO1 - Engage and train young adults to promote sustainable behaviors through the creation of a 

group of 30 “Sustainability Ambassadors” under 30. 

• SO2 - Raise awareness on sustainability issues through raising awareness activities among citizens 

and athletes during sporting events. 

• SO3 - Collect needs and ideas to bring to the attention of decision makers through the production 

of a strategic document (Position Paper) based on real data. 

The partners of the MONSTER project 

MONSTER’s strength lies in its diverse and balanced consortium, bringing together research centers, 

international networks, and locally rooted sports organizations. This diversity ensures the project can speak 

diverse languages and reach a broad audience. 

The partnership is led by the LINKS Foundation (Italy), an applied research center with extensive experience 

in sustainability and social well-being. LINKS coordinates the overall management and production of 

strategic documents. The Comparative Research Network (CRN) (Germany) contributes its expertise in civic 

participation and deliberative democracy processes, leading the training of ambassadors. 

Sports organizations play a fundamental role in the operational phase: 

• CUS Turin(Italy): University Sports Center, deeply connected to the academic world and organizer 

of major events such as the “Just the Woman I Am” marathon. 

• Second Chance Sports Association(Hungary): organization that uses sport for the social inclusion of 

marginalized groups, bringing a strong educational vocation to the project. 

• ADCS Carvalhais(Portugal): Association specializing in outdoor sports and rural community 

engagement. 
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Numerous other organizations have expressed formal interest in the project, including the 2025 

Universiade Committee, AEGEE2, AIESEC3, Politechnic University of Bragança, demonstrating the relevance 

of the topic. 

The role of ambassadors and the participatory 
methodology 

The MONSTER project is brought to life by 30 young ambassadors, selected from partner countries. These 

young people (aged 18-30) evolved from beneficiaries to change-makers during the four-day meeting in 

Berlin, where the training followed a highly operational approach. During this event, the ambassadors 

received intensive training in project management and environmental sustainability measures. They were 

then divided into transnational working groups to plan pilot actions, which were held in Italy, Hungary, and 

Portugal. This approach ensures that the activities are designed by young people for young people, 

ensuring authentic language and a genuine connection to the needs of their generation. 

Pilot actions 

The pilot actions represent the implementation of MONSTER’s vision. Each event was chosen for its ability 

to reach a broad and diverse audience, including citizens who may not necessarily have prior ecological 

awareness. 

Italy: sport, health and gender equality 

In Italy, the pilot project is being led by CUS Turin and focuses on the “Just the Woman I Am” event, an 

amateur marathon sporting event that attracted over 22.000 participants in 2023. The goal is to integrate 

the message of environmental sustainability with those of health and gender equality. Activities included 

“plogging” sessions (running with waste collection), informational workshops and direct interviews with 

participants to gather ideas on how to make the event greener. The Turin experience, in particular, 

highlighted how sustainability can become a competitive advantage for sporting events, increasing their 

attractiveness and improving the public image of the organizations involved. 

Portugal: outdoor sports and land conservation 

In Portugal, ADCS Carvalhais organized the pilot project during the European Week of Sport. In a rural and 

natural setting, the focus was on reducing the environmental impact of outdoor activities, such as cycling 

and walking. The activities aimed to raise awareness among participants about the importance of 

biodiversity conservation and proper waste management in natural settings. 

Hungary: inclusion and environment 

The Hungarian pilot project, led by Second Chance, took place during the “Fairplay Football Roadshow”. 

Here, sport becomes a means to educate young people from disadvantaged neighborhoods about recycling 

and water conservation. An innovative aspect of this pilot is the use of football to promote responsible 

water management, a critical issue identified by Hungarian citizens during surveys. 

 

2 Association des Etats Généraux des Etudiants de l'Europe 
3 Association Internationale des Étudiants en Sciences Économiques et Commerciales 
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Online meeting for stakeholders and decision makers 

LINKS organized an online meeting for international stakeholders and decision makers, which also included 

ambassadors. Participants worked in small groups to develop a position paper focused on event 

sustainability. The ultimate goal was to connect the needs emerging from the grassroots with institutional 

levels, offering public administrators practical tools and shared solutions for managing leisure time in a 

greener way. 

 

Pilot action Responsible body Thematic focus Key activities 

Turin (IT) CUS Turin Health and 
environment 

Plogging and citizen interviews 

Budapest (HU) Second Chance Social inclusion Fairplay and Waste Management 
Workshop 

Mirandela (PT) ADCS Carvalhais Nature and 
outdoors 

Zero-impact event organization 

International LINKS Foundation Position paper Discussion of sustainability issues related 
to sport 

 

Overview of survey results 

Data collected through the MONSTER surveys provide a map of citizens’ priorities regarding sustainability in 

sport. These findings form the basis for the policy recommendations in this position paper. 

In both Italy and Hungary, waste management is perceived as the main challenge. In Italy, 83.3% of 

participants cited waste as the most pressing issue, followed by energy consumption (61%) and emissions 

caused by fan travel (36%). In Hungary, the responses were similar, with a strong emphasis on water 

consumption as well. 

Citizens declare themselves ready to do their part, as long as the actions are practical and simple to 

implement. 

Proposed action Availability (Italy) Availability (Hungary) 

Reduce single-use plastic 79.8% 77.8% 

Bring reusable items 74.7% 68.9% 

Use public transportation/car sharing 73.5% 66.7% 

Participate in campaigns/initiatives 27.6% 20.0% 

 

There is a decrease in willingness to engage in activities that require a greater time commitment, such as 

participating in awareness campaigns, suggesting that policymakers should focus on structural incentives 

and facilitations rather than relying exclusively on volunteers. 

A key finding from the Hungarian survey is that 95% of respondents believe the government should provide 

financial incentives to sports organizations to promote environmental responsibility. In Italy, there is a 
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strong demand for stricter regulations for major events and greater collaboration with schools to promote 

long-term cultural change. 

Strategic recommendations 

Based on the data collected and the experience gained during the lifespan of MONSTER, this position paper 

proposes the following lines of action to influence sports and environmental policies at European and 

national levels. 

1. Economic incentives 

The current funding model should be replaced by a system that prioritizes and rewards environmental 

performance. Public authorities should make grants to sports organizations conditional on the submission 

of a verifiable sustainability plan. 

 

RECOMMENDATION ACTION 

Introduce “environmental bonuses” for 
sports associations that demonstrate a 
measurable reduction in waste and 
energy consumption. 

Provide incentives (tax and/or otherwise) for companies that 
sponsor events certified as sustainable. 

Introduce environmental conditionality 
for public funding. 

Make the provision of public funding to federations and clubs 
conditional on the submission of a sustainability report or a 
verifiable green action plan. 

Insert “green clauses” into public sponsorship contracts and 
tenders, rewarding organizations with recognized 
environmental certifications (e.g. ISO 20121 or LEED). 

Financially support the transition of 
small associations to cover the costs of 
sustainability. 

Establish funds for the purchase of reusable equipment (e.g., 
catering kits or team water bottles) to eliminate the initial 
investment that often holds amateur organizations back. 

Facilitate the purchase of durable goods 
for small associations. 

Create “revolving funds” or calls for tenders for the collective 
purchase of reusable equipment (e.g., team water bottles, 
washable tableware), eliminating the initial investment 
burden for small clubs. 

 

2. Infrastructure and sustainable mobility 

Citizens are willing to give up their private cars if public transport is efficient and integrated with the 

sporting event. 
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RECOMMENDATION ACTION 

Promote the recovery and efficiency of 
existing buildings rather than new 
construction, prioritizing regeneration. 

Fund energy efficiency improvements (LEDs, motion sensors, 
thermal insulation) to reduce the carbon footprint and 
operating costs of sports facilities. 

Integrating the sporting event into the 
local transport system 

Implement the “integrated ticket” (event + public transport 
included) and provide priority parking or discounts for 
carpoolers. 

Create partnerships with micro-mobility 
providers (e-scooters, shared bikes) to 
offer discounted rates during race or 
training days. 

Encourage carpooling among club members by providing 
priority parking or discounted membership fees for 
carpoolers. 

Install secure bike racks and e-bike charging stations at all 
local sports facilities. 

 

3. Education and involvement of schools 

Sustainability in sport isn’t just a technical issue, as it also involves cultural components. 77.8% of 

respondents see collaboration with schools as the most effective tool for promoting change. 

 

RECOMMENDATION ACTION 

Transforming school sports into a 
laboratory of environmental citizenship 
using sport as an educational tool for 
sustainability 

Experiment with integrating “sports environmental ethics” 
modules into physical education programs or transversal skills 
pathways (formerly school-work alternation). 

Engage ambassadors in classrooms and 
train new sustainability ambassadors in 
local schools. 

Promote sports days where ambassadors guide students in 
practical activities to reduce the environmental impact of 
their physical activity. 

Integrating sustainability into sports 
activities and school subjects. 

Promote “school plogging” or “sports clean-up days” where 
physical activity is used to redevelop degraded green spaces 
near schools. 

 

 

4. Waste management and the fight against single-use plastic 

83.3% of respondents identified waste management as their top priority, emphasizing that change 

shouldn’t be the sole responsibility of individuals, but must be driven by large organizations. Single-use 

plastic is the most visible and detested waste item among sports event attendees. 
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RECOMMENDATION ACTION 

Introduce progressive bans on single-
use plastics in stadiums and sports 
centers, facilitating the installation of 
free drinking water dispensers. 

Promote the adoption of “Digital Product Passports” for 
sports equipment, facilitating the recycling and reuse of 
technical materials. 

Reward clubs and events that adopt the 
“5R” model (Refuse, Reduce, Reuse, 
Repurpose, Recycle). 

Introduce “Zero Waste” criteria in public tenders for the 
allocation of sports spaces or grants, making a waste 
management plan mandatory that prioritizes recovery over 
disposal. 

Standardize and simplify waste sorting 
at facilities and during events. 

Install fixed or mobile recycling stations with uniform color 
coding (e.g., green for organic waste, blue for paper, yellow 
for plastic/metal) and iconic or digital signage (QR codes) to 
help fans separate waste correctly. 

Reduce “invisible” waste related to 
logistics and promotion. 

Encourage the dematerialization of tickets, programs, and 
maps through the use of apps or QR codes, and eliminate 
unnecessary packaging for gadgets and race kits, favoring 
recycled or certified materials for bibs and medals. 

Transforming access to water from 
purchasing bottles to a network service. 

Fund the installation of public drinking fountains and free 
microfiltered water dispensers at sports facilities and along 
race courses, gradually eliminating the sale of half-liter PET 
bottles. 

Promote the definitive transition to 
reusable containers with deposit 
systems. 

Support associations in adopting reusable “team cups” 
managed by deposits (returnable bottles) and encourage the 
use of personal water bottles, which Italian citizens have 
indicated as one of the most popular solutions (74.7% in 
favor). 

Ban single-use plastics from sports-
related catering services. 

Mandatory use of washable tableware and cutlery or, where 
technically impossible, exclusively made of certified 
compostable material (e.g., cellulose fiber or bamboo), 
banning the use of plastic straws and coffee stirrers. 

 

 

5. Transparency and reporting 

To bridge the trust gap between citizens and organizations, it is essential that sustainability be reported 

transparently. The survey revealed that 54% of active athletes do not perceive real commitment from their 

organizations. 

RECOMMENDATION ACTION 

Adoption of sustainability reports and 
publication of environmental impact 
indicators (such as avoided CO2 

Using digital technologies for real-time consumption 
monitoring to help organizations transparently track and 
communicate their progress. 
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emissions) as a standard for major clubs 
and federations. 

 

Conclusions 

The MONSTER project highlights how sports sustainability is a priority for citizens, who today demand from 

institutions technical tools and economic incentives to support users and sports organizations in achieving 

these goals. 

This position paper translates these needs into an operational strategy, defining a set of recommendations 

and actions for each thematic area aimed at achieving environmental objectives. The goal is to ensure 

structured engagement of all stakeholders to make land protection an integral part of every event or 

activity. 


