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Introduction
The women’s footballing community of Wales plays a crucial role in positive health and wellbeing, provides opportunities and experiences for ladies and girls to develop networks, make new connections, promote positive mental and physical health outcomes, and offers a platform to other career opportunities within the elite sporting sector of professional football (Culvin, 2023).  Footballing associations in the UK are experiencing a greater quantity of women and girls participating in football, and when the England women’s football team won the European Championships in 2021, the number of players competing in English football leagues, increased by 32%  (FA, 2022).  In 2009 the Football Association (FA) of introduced professional contracts for women in England, allowing them to solely concentrate on their football careers, however, a professional league was not established until 2018 (Organisation, 2023).  A considerable change to the Women’s Welsh Premier League occurred in 2023 when Wrexham AFC announced their ladies football team would be turning semi-professional, a major milestone for women’s football in Wales (Feringa, 2023).  Since this well received statement, Cardiff City, Swansea City, and Pontypridd United have also made the transition to semi-professional status.  Equal pay is at the forefront of world football.  Archer and Prange (2019) both claim women still face historical injustice, and both argue that women should receive equal pay structures as they train and play the same amount of time as men.  Research reveals that participation in team sports and physical activity benefits health outcomes of children, young people and adults, can increase longevity in the elderly, and also reduce risks to coronary heart disease, diabetes, cancer, obesity, stress and many more illnesses (Nielson, 2014).  Anderson et al (2018) recognise the importance of physical activity and participation in sport, by providing social interaction, offering additional networks, increasing self confidence, and creating a sense of belonging can improve integration within society.  

History of women’s football in Wales
In 1921 the Football Association Wales (FAW) implemented a ban on women’s football, this veto was commissioned throughout Britain, and lasted until 1970. In 1972 the first women’s football league was formed in South Wales and included ten football clubs (Skillen, 2022). Fifty years later and the footballing communities in Wales have seen significant changes and is thriving, and the sport is more popular than ever.  In 2009, the Welsh Premier Women’s Football League was founded, the winner of the league would qualify to take part in the United European Football Association (UEFA) Champions League, an elite tournament for women’s European football clubs, providing opportunities for ladies and girls to experience an elite sporting environment.  Expanding in 2014, The Welsh Premier League Cup was introduced, increasing the number of games to be played, offering new opportunities and national experiences for the women’s footballing community (welshprem, 2023).  Grix et al (2021) all explain the unprecedented Covid-19 pandemic and the lockdowns associated with the disease, have greatly impacted on the sporting world. They go on to say the necessary governmental guidelines and rules put a stop to competitive matches, so spectators could not attend live games, and this would mean football clubs suffering huge financial losses, both at elite and grassroots level.  The lockdowns prevented face to face social interactions, and reduced the physical activity of the players, coaches, and supporters, and all the benefits to positive health and wellbeing from participating and experiencing the fixtures would be lost.  Evans et al (2020) all acknowledge that women’s elite footballers also suffered between 10 and 30 percent pay reductions during the Covid 19 pandemic, thus greatly impacting their financial lives, once again revealing gender inequality.  Following on from the pandemic, Wales’ top elite football league transitioned again in 2021, changing the league’s name to the Adran Premier, this new identity established a second league tier consisting of a North and South division to allow for promotion to the Adran Premier. The new structure aims to create stronger and transparent pathways and improve league provision to nurture future players progression and development (BBC, 2021).  

Development and Cultural approaches
The FAW in 2021, released their six-year strategy for women’s and girls named ‘PAWB’ (2023), the Welsh word ‘PAWB’ translates to English as ‘everyone’.  The strategy mission aims to create an environment where everyone receives an equal opportunity is included, and feels a sense of belonging, the ambition is a leading football nation that promotes diversity, equality, and inclusion on a global and local level.  Four objectives have been created and through appropriate training and education the FAW aims achieve these targets. Firstly, to increase the awareness and understanding of equality, diversity & inclusion throughout the football family in Wales. Secondly, increase the access to opportunities for disadvantaged groups to receive representation and experience inclusion and diversity in football.  Thirdly, to improve football clubs’ confidence in the process of reporting discriminatory incidents, and by challenging these prejudiced behaviours and attitudes.  Finally, by understanding and engaging with distinct football communities that possess no representation and suffer inequality within football in Wales. This strategy aims to tackle inclusion, diversity, and challenge inequalities faced by female footballers in Wales by increasing participation rates.  The participation targets goals are to double the amount of registered players in Wales, to increase the percentage of people with disabilities and health conditions taking part in the sport, engage with ethnic communities and increase players, coaches, and club roles to raise the national percentage, and improve the number of Black, Asian, mixed heritage, and female referees within the game to above the national average.     


(Video links to FAW approaches)
https://youtu.be/Fryihi_3tfk
https://pawb.cymru/application/files/9416/8630/2582/EDI_Launch_Montage.mp4





Progress of FAW PAWB strategy
The PAWB 2021-2026 strategy produces an annual progression report (FAW, 2023).  The PAWB strategy aims to have 20,000 female football players registered, the report reveals in 2023 there are 14,358 women and girl football players registered, compared in 2021 when there were only 8,836.  The number of registered referees in Wales has risen from 859 to over 1500, and the number of coaches and volunteers has nearly double to 30,800 from 16,438.  Representation from ethnically diverse communities is 1.6% below the Welsh average of 4.9%.  Finally, people with disabilities and health conditions are also below the Welsh average set by the targets, however, exact numbers are unavailable at present.  The above evidence suggests that the FAW PAWB strategy is consistently progressing towards their targets, and by the end of the 2026 time limit they could achieve what was projected in their innovative plan in 2021.
In 2022, Scotland launched a more in depth grassroots strategy, the ‘Football For All’ strategy   (Scottish FA, 2022), used key research before objectives were developed, local football clubs across the country were studied in order to gain insight into the feelings and requirements of players, coaches, and volunteers.  The findings revealed the value that participation in football can add to several capacities of society:
· 93 percent of players surveyed believe football participation helps them cope with anxiety, stress, or depression.
· 95 percent believe that football participation makes them feel more a part of their local community.
· 92 percent of volunteers believe that participation in football is beneficial for their mental health.
· 75 percent of respondents believe that playing football prevents players at their club from engaging in antisocial or criminal activity.
Scotland FA also recognise the importance of grassroots football, and declare it delivers over £1billion to the country’s economy.    
(Scotland grassroots strategy)                                                                                                                                                                                   https://twitter.com/i/status/1591030622058840064


Grassroots: Funding the Future
According to the UEFA, grassroots football involves all football that is non-professional and non-elite.  In short, grassroots football is football played by the masses at a level where participation and a love of the game are the driving forces.  Football UEFA invests heavily in grassroots football to ensure that everybody has the opportunity to be involved in the game, regardless of age, ability, ethnicity, race, religion or sexual identity (2019).  In 2022 FAW chief executive Neil Mooney announced that grassroots football in Wales would receive a share of £1.3 million UK government funding to improve facilities.  Projects will be given funds to improve pitches, changing rooms and buildings in deprived areas, its purpose is aimed at improving facilities to provide higher quality experiences and increase participation for under represented groups in Wales, including women, girls and disabled football players at grassroots level (BBC Sport, 2022).  England however, have received £25 million from UK government, and £5 million from the English FA, to fund improvements in, facilities, to increase participation rates, and promote increases in the physical activity of children, young people, and adults in England (BBC, 2023).  This demonstrates the disparity within the UK countries at the grassroots level and impacts on the progression of people living in areas of deprivation.

 
The Present and the Future of Welsh Women’s Football
The progression and success of the Adran Premier football league in Wales has been recognised by the country’s Welsh language television broadcaster S4C.  In 2022, the channel televised a number of Adran premier league games, and in 2023, the number of games to be televised on their Welsh football programme Sgorio has doubled (nation.cymru, 2023).  Lowri Roberts, FAWs head of women’s and girls’ football declared,

“In order to create an equal game, everyone must be able to see the women’s game evidently on our screens, and now young girls can see opportunities in the football community of Wales.”  “S4C’s commitment to show more games this year is going to help us grow the game across the country, and with several clubs in the Genero Adran Premier progressing to semi-pro status, the standard will continue to improve every year.”  
This media exposure can facilitate in promoting and progressing women’s football from grassroots, to ultimately playing at Elite levels in Wales and the wider field. The extra television coverage and publicity could assist in reducing the gender gap experienced by female football players, coaches, and officials (Sport, 2023). 

Conclusion
The history of women’s football in Wales has been turbulent and not without struggle.  Deep rooted gender inequality has shown its face throughout, from its origin to the inexcusable extensive ban it suffered from 1921 to 1970, and even media exposure and a pay gap still exist. However, nobody can dispute its popularity and progression in the modern-day world, and evidence shows that the game is gaining prominence in the sporting world.  The Adran Premier is at the forefront of women’s football in Wales and is showcased in the Welsh football programme Sgorio.  The channel not only shows highlights but are televising live matches on primetime UK television.  Welsh premier league clubs are progressing to semi-pro status, offering opportunities for girls and women to receive much needed financial reward for their hard work, loyalty, and professionalism.  The Welsh FA are continually creating new and innovative strategies to level up grassroots football, by upgrading facilities and creating pathways of development for children and young people, and are also supporting deprived areas of Wales by providing footballing opportunities to minority groups, people with disabilities, and cultures that do not have representation or links to the sporting community.  The FAW have also developed new and structured competitive leagues and cups in order to provide positive and influential opportunities and experiences for girls and women to lessen the gap from grassroots to elite sport, and to grow their community of Welsh women’s players, coaches, officials, and volunteers.  At this precise moment, the future of Welsh football would seem safe, as long as the FAW, the Adran Premier, and television companies continue to support and nurture Welsh football, and understand the importance of how grassroots football can impact the of future elite footballing stars of Wales.  The Adran Women’s Football league plays significant role in promoting the physical and mental health and wellbeing of girls and women that engage in their footballing community, providing essential opportunities that could lessen financial and cultural inequalities facing the citizens of Wales, and provide a platform to exciting career prospects at elite footballing levels in the wider world of football.

Recommendations

In terms of policy, firstly:	Welsh government must continue to update policy and guidelines in assisting football organisations to deliver appropriate services.

In terms of training, secondly:	FAW must provide appropriate training to staff and offer and deliver quality training to all football clubs in Wales.	

In terms of Funding, thirdly:	Welsh government and FAW must provide funding for football clubs to assist inclusion and offer opportunity to every individual and group within their community.

In terms of research, finally:   	Additional research is required to reduce inequalities experienced, and to positively impact the football communities in Wales.  	 
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