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By Greg Bonnell  

TORONTO (CP) While teamwork and camaraderie are the hallmarks of sport, even exceptional 
athletes can feel left on the sidelines if their sexuality becomes an issue on the field.  

For gays and lesbians whose athletic prowess leaves something to be desired, sports can be 
especially daunting.  

``I was never an athlete,'' confesses Rob Lavery. ``My gym teachers would probably laugh at this 
point if they knew how involved I was in sports.''  

The Toronto resident has been active participant in a gay bowling league for almost 20 years.  

``I think it is a social thing, rather than a fitness thing,'' said Lavery, 45, of the numerous gay and 
lesbian leagues across Canada that offer a wide variety of sport.  

Of course, homosexuals exercise for the same reasons as heterosexuals _ to improve overall 
health, lose weight and look better _ so they might as well socialize at the same time, said 
Vancouver fitness trainer Mark Kokocki.  

``Sports leagues are popping up everywhere that offer exercise and socialization with people like 
`me,' something few of us saw growing up,'' said Kokocki, 37. ``It's a positive environment and a 
chance to undo old, bad memories.''  

In fact, many in the gay community are finding out they weren't necessarily bad athletes. On the 
contrary, they just didn't fit in with the heterosexual sports culture while growing up.  

``It was just the wrong environment for them,'' said Kokocki. ``Now, they're starting to enjoy it 
more.''  

A recent study from Statistics Canada supports the notion that the gay community is far from 
adverse to exercise.  

In fact, 31.4 per cent of homosexual and bisexual respondents between the ages of 18 and 59 
said they were physically active in 2003 according to the Canadian Community Health Survey. 
That's higher than the 25.4 per cent of heterosexuals in the same age group who said physical 
activity played a significant role in their lives.  

``I would say it's a really well kept secret, that there are gay and lesbian sports leagues out 
there,'' said Lavery. ``You really have to scratch the surface to find out who's involved.''  

To a passerby, a gay softball game probably wouldn't look any different than a straight 
competition. For the participants, it's a welcome release and a chance to let down their guard.  

``We've never been able to congregate in groups like that before,'' said Kokocki, referring back to 
the days when gay clubs were hidden from the public. ``It's those moments (during a game) when 
you totally get to be yourself, and that does get addictive.''  



Growing up in rural Alberta, curling and hockey were about the only sports available to Phil Ivers.  

``I curled in high school, but when I went to university I dropped out of it,'' said Ivers, who now 
resides in Calgary. ``I never really felt comfortable.''  

He never thought of joining a regular sports league, but when Ivers learned about the gay curling 
club he signed up. Now he runs the league and serves on the board of directors for Apollo, an 
umbrella organization for gay sports in Calgary.  

The 450-member strong group keeps growing as more disciplines are added to the roster.  

``It is primarily a sporting organization, but I would really call it a social organization,'' said Ivers.  

``If you're looking to meet people, either a relationship or just friends, it's a really non-threatening 
environment,'' he said. ``It's a safe harbour where you don't have to put on airs or pretend to be 
someone you're not to impress the straights.''  

Of course, the gay community also plays host to an annual event that may well motivate many to 
tone the body _ pride week.  

``People wander around the streets that weekend with as little clothing on as possible,'' said 
Lavery.  

A pretty good reason to trim the fat, one would think. In fact, Lavery notices that the gyms beef up 
the advertising in the Toronto gay magazines in the months preceding pride.  

The story is much the same in Vancouver.  

``It gets busy here (at the YMCA) six to eight weeks before pride weekend,'' said Kokocki. ``Even 
on the Sunday of the parade here, you would be amazed at how many guys are in the gym that 
morning.''  

But long after pride week is over and the buff have strutted their stuff, gay sports leagues 
continue to serve as safe harbours for those who love to socialize and exercise without fear of 
recrimination.  

 


