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A
s the number of peo-
ple taking part in active 
sport continues to decline 
throughout the UK, this 

weekend’s Sport Relief is a time-
ly reminder of the many ways that 
sport is good for us. This is the sev-
enth staging of the event, which 
is held every two years, and af-
ter the phenomenal success of the 
2012 weekend that raised more than  
£50 million, Sport Relief has been 
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to think of the things I find to com-
plain about in the course of my 
day-to-day life.

Sport Relief is already estab-
lished in Bangladesh where much 
of the country floods in the mon-
soon season and resulted in 18,000 
children drowning last year alone 
– that’s 50 each and every day. For 
example, for £5 the Monorhardi 
SwimSafe project not only teaches 
a child to swim but also how to res-

cue those who cannot.
Also present in 

Bangladesh will be 
the Afghanistan crick-
et team, whose play-
ers will testify to the 
extraordinary man-
ner in which crick-
et has played a unify-
ing role in their coun-

try. There is no history of cricket 
being played in Afghanistan un-
til the refugees who fled to Paki-
stan to escape the conflict returned 
home. Now there are league teams 
in 28 of the 34 provinces, and this 
week the Taliban sent the nation-
al team a good-luck message. For 
Afghanistan, full Test status cannot 
be far away, completing a remark-
able sporting story.

Ones to 
watch

FOOTBALL
Premier League
Chelsea  v Arsenal
22 March
A crucial game, with 
Chelsea looking to 
stay on top of the 
table and Arsenal 
hoping to revive 
their stumbling 
title challenge.

CRICKET
ICC World 
Twenty20, 
Bangladesh
India v Pakistan
21 March
All eyes will be on 
the opening match 
where India are 
looking to avenge 
their defeat to their 
rivals at the Asia Cup.
 
SPORT RELIEF
21-23 March
The nation gets 
active to raise life-
changing money for 
good causes in the 
UK and overseas.

HIGH HOPES India captain Mahendra Singh Dhoni  

DOG DAYS Leo, a contestant on Sport Relief's Top Dog

‘Sport is 
also a 

unifying 
force’

expanded well beyond its tradition-
al centrepiece, the sponsored mile. 
This year there are three cycling 
events hosted by London, Manches-
ter and Edinburgh and more than 
600 Swimathons, David Beckham 
will appear in a special episode 
of Only Fools and Horses, and up 
and down the country millions of 
pounds will be raised to emphasise 
that while sport promotes a healthy 
lifestyle, it is also a unifying force.

I will be on World 
T20 duty with Eng-
land’s cricketers in 
Bangladesh, a wel-
coming but desperate-
ly poor country where, 
for many, survival is 
a daily challenge. For 
those cricketers who 
have not visited Bang-
ladesh before – even those who 
have travelled on the subconti-
nent – the desperation etched into 
the faces of begging children will 
come as a dreadful shock. So, too, 
the pain of the men, stripped to the 
waist and buried beneath a moun-
tain of hardware on their bicycles, 
which they now agonisingly pedal 
through the teeming, dusty streets. 
Somehow they still manage a smile 
and a wave, especially if they make 
the connection between us and 
cricket, but it makes me ashamed 

S
ometimes it’s easy to become 
cynical about football. Spoilt, 
millionaire players diving and 
spouting inanities; managers 

playing mind games or spitting abuse 
at their opposite numbers; acres of 
newsprint and hours of airtime de-
voted to their exploits.

But in the last few weeks, two 
things have reminded me why foot-
ball is our national game. Quite 
simply, it matters to people. 

In February, Sir Tom Finney died 
at the age of 91. Here was a man @EllyOldroyd

with no trophy and no chance of 
European football next year. 

David had picked up the phone 
to tell Arsenal legend Ian Wright 
and me (and the 5 Live audience) 
that he was on the brink of destroy-
ing his season ticket (not as easy as 
it used to be now books of paper 
coupons have been replaced by 
smart cards). We felt like counsel-
lors rather than phone-in hosts as 
he fought back the tears at the frus-
tration of watching players who, ac-

cording to him, weren’t 
fit to wear the famous 
red shirt. 

It’s too easy for fans 
to assume that the play-
ers don’t care. Wayne 
Rooney described the 
defeat as one of his 
worst days in football. 
They may be well re-
warded for what they 

do (Rooney earns more in a week 
than some football fans might get 
in 10 years), but I’ve yet to meet a 
footballer who doesn’t take intense 
professional pride in their work. 

For them, though, it is a job, and 
unlike Sir Tom Finney, the employ-
ers can change from year to year. 
We may never again see a one-club 
player, but it’s a rarity to see any-
thing other than a one-club fan. 

Ones to 
watch

FOOTBALL
Premier League,
Man City v Fulham
22 March
Fulham’s relegation 
worries deepen as 
they take on one 
of the leading title 
contenders on their 
home turf.

MOTOGP
Qatar MotoGP
23 March
After his incredible 
rookie season, can 
the fearless Marc 
Marquez begin his 
World Championship 
defence with victory?

RUGBY
Aviva Premiership
Wembley Stadium
Saracens v 
Harlequins
22 March
They’re hoping for 
a record crowd for 
a club rugby union 
match as the two big 
London rivals meet 
at Wembley.

SPEED KING Marc Marquez hopes to retain his title

EVERYTHING TO PLAY FOR Harlequins' Nick Easter

‘We felt like 
counsellors 
rather than 

phone-in 
hosts’

who epitomised loyalty to one club: 
Preston North End. The Lancashire 
city was at the heart of the Indus-
trial Revolution in the 19th century, 
but there’s little doubt that Sir Tom 
put it on the map in the years fol-
lowing World War Two.

Few of the thousands who lined 
the streets as his funeral cortège 
made its way to Preston Minster 
ever saw him play – he was from 
an era before the introduction of 
TV replays from every angle – but 
he was, according to 
those who did, the per-
fect player. 

Then, last week-
end, a call to BBC Ra-
dio 5 Live’s 606 show 
summed up why foot-
ball, more than any oth-
er sport, has the power 
to affect the emotions.

David, a Manches-
ter United fan of 54 years’ stand-
ing, had just seen his team beat-
en 3-0, at home, by their bitterest 
rivals, Liverpool. It was a stark il-
lustration of how United have de-
clined since the departure of Sir 
Alex Ferguson, in contrast to the 
revival of Liverpool.

After 24 years, the Merseysid-
ers have a real chance of becom-
ing champions again, while, after 
dominating the Premier League 
since 1993, United face a season 
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