SURREY RUGBY AGM PRESIDENT’S REPORT, July 2010

If one phrase has stretched itself like a mantra across the season just ending, it is the phrase ‘sustainable clubs’, or perhaps better put ‘sustainable community rugby clubs’. It was sounded frequently when the RFU Roadshow visited the county last September and has been at the heart of so many of our endeavours over the past twelve months – endeavours to ensure that our clubs are so resourced in terms of personnel, expertise and facilities as to enable them appropriately to promote and cater for the playing of the game within their local communities.

We’ve had some fine examples of sustainability to encourage us this year – Old Emanuel 100 years young, Mitcham 75, Chipstead 50 and Egham Hollowegians 20. Their celebrations have quite understandably been lusty, but with the celebrations have come the challenges – how to reach the next milestone against a backdrop of beguiling counter-attractions, economic difficulties and widespread volunteer haemorrhage. These are indeed challenges facing us all and we must meet them if our game is to prosper. 

What all of these sustained and sustainable clubs have in common is a strong commitment to the game’s core values – teamwork, respect, enjoyment, discipline and sportsmanship. RFU President John Owen put the matter quite succinctly earlier in the year:  “These five values are what brought us into the sport and what keep us part of it. They are what Rugby Union has to offer and go way beyond the pitch and the clubhouse. Rugby can be proud of its unique spirit, but it's important to make sure that it is protected for the future”. We’ll certainly continue to do so in 2010/11. 

Healthy competition remains the life-blood of sustainable rugby clubs, and our competitions have certainly been healthy throughout the season. In 2009/10, 19 Surrey clubs featured in the RFU leagues, 37 clubs contested our own Surrey leagues and a further 126 sides took part in the reserves and veterans competitions. As ever, the 5 knock-out finals at Imber Court on May 2nd produced competition of the highest order over a long and increasingly wet day as did the Surrey Sevens at Mostspur Park over an equally long, and this time increasingly cool, evening. We handed out no fewer than 23 trophies at our Awards Dinner at Twickenham in May when we shared Dorking exuberance on their very first Surrey Cup triumph, and celebrated a clutch of impressive promotions, Old Mid-Whitgiftians’ from London 3 SW, London Irish Amateurs from London 2SW, Rosslyn Park from National 2 South, and Esher from National 1. Coming too late for mention at the Dinner but also worthy of the highest praise was Teddington’s victory over Batley Phoenix in the RFU Junior Vase final. Running these competitions can be a fraught affair at the best of times, and was certainly made more so by some atrocious weather in January and February. The fact that the greater number of the competitions reached timely conclusions is down to the work of a dedicated team of volunteers led by Tony Price. Included for the very first time in the Final Day programme was the Ladies’ Cup Final, and it is our hope that the staging of the RFUW World Cup in Surrey in August and September next will significantly boost the number of girls and women’s teams in the county. 
Of course, sustainable rugby clubs require a steady stream of younger players rising through the ranks, and in this respect clubs and schools across the county have been encouraged to establish close and more effective links to ensure maximum levels of player retention through all stages of the rugby journey. Mini rugby continues to flourish and the county’s four mini festivals in early April drew together in excess of 2,200 young players aged 8 to 12. The 27 Youth Leagues have gone from strength to strength with currently 221 sides from 32 clubs and some 5,500 players regularly taking the field. Equally successful have been the Surrey State School leagues providing regular fixtures for players in 5 age ranges from over 40 schools. For schools players of all ages, the Schools Union has organised its customary series of tournaments and festivals including the Senior Sevens competition at the Richmond Athletic Ground, a competition generally accepted as the finest single-day tournament of its kind in the country. The quality of all this activity is borne out by the successes of our youth players as they have moved up the representative ladder. Our U15, U16, U17 and U18 sides lost just 2 matches over the whole season, our U19 Sevens again won the prestigious Wheatsheaf competition and were runners-up in the Carrickfergus tournament, and our U20 XV, drawn exclusively from  Surrey club-based players gave good account of itself in its three matches. And further up this ladder, 18 players represented the London division, with 4 moving even further up to play for England XVs. Foundational to so much of this is the very effective working relationship we have developed with Harlequins whose input into our Schools of Rugby has been crucial. We are as ever hugely indebted to Tony Diprose and our friends at Quins as we are to all who have worked to develop our younger players over the season, to our coaches, administrators, medical personnel  and the countless other volunteers whose contributions, so often unseen and unheralded, are so vital. And though it’s always invidious to highlight individual achievements, we can’t allow the fact that Cobham won the National U17 Clubs’ Cup and Whitgift School the Daily Mail/RBS U18 Cup to go unheralded. Our heartiest congratulations go to both! The fact that our schools and youth sections are so patently thriving is in no small measure due to the efforts and endeavours of all who sit on our CBRDP under the chairmanship of the indefatigable Peter Vernon. Our thanks go to you all, ladies and gentlemen!  

Sustainable rugby clubs cannot operate in isolation the one from the other, and under the direction of the Management Group chaired by Malcolm Caird, Surrey Rugby has throughout the past season continued to bring direction and cohesion to the endeavours of all our clubs. We are very fortunate to have with us on the Management Group John Douglas and John Vale, our RFU Council members who both sit on the RFU Management Board. Their wisdom does much to enrich our collective leadership. Much effort has of late been put into the preparation of the county’s comprehensive 2010/11 Business Plan in line with the requirements of the RFU’s new Planning, Funding and Reporting processes. This will ensure that RFU funding can then be more effectively drawn down and directed to points of known need. And there have been other crucial ‘central’ developments intended to assist our clubs. The scope of the Coaching Committee under Dave McLeod has been extended and their current targets are to put a Coaching Co-ordinator into each Surrey club and to establish a clear pathway whereby coaches can develop their skills and realise their potential at higher, perhaps even elite, levels. Thanks to Ian McGraw’s efforts, equivalent work has taken place on the refereeing side of the game and encouragingly, Ian reported recently that in 41 clubs Refereeing Co-ordinators are already in place, and that 341 would-be referees had attended ELRA courses in Surrey this year, though few had as yet have applied to join the London Society. We depend on the London Society to service games at all levels, and we shall need to find ways of redressing this imbalance in years to come.

Nobody is more dedicated to ensuring the sustainability of our clubs than Ian Thirwall, our Chairman of Community Rugby. Working closely with our cluster chairs Robin Page, John Collins, Terry Long and Keith Heal, he has organised over the season a series of increasingly well-attended cluster forums which have kept our clubs informed of current RFU initiatives and sought to make them aware of all the resources available to them through our Leatherhead office. Two key messages have been sounded consistently at these community meetings and were again emphasised at our recent Club Conference at Twickenham, namely the need for clubs to engage vigorously with the RFU’s accreditation process and the importance of effective strategies for the recruitment and retention of volunteers. In these respects, as in others, Surrey Rugby continues to be very well served by our two Rugby Development Officers Jo Martin and Martin MacTaggard and their team of Community Rugby Coaches. We are pleased that the RFU’s recent review of its community arrangements has confirmed Jo and Martin in their Surrey roles and has led additionally to the appointment of a RUSL0 to promote the game across the heretofore neglected HE and FE sector.

Our Leatherhead office has become an increasingly important and dynamic factor in our drive to promote club sustainability, providing as it does the administrative hub for much of the activity referred to. We are deeply indebted to Trevor Sokell for all that he has done to establish the office and to Stef Duffell and Sarah Fowler who have worked always with good humour to facilitate and co-ordinate our efforts and to keep us on the administrative straight and narrow. In both of these areas we will have further opportunity to become even more effective and efficient as Rugby First is fully rolled out over the coming months. The development of our website, another of Trevor’s undertakings, has significantly assisted communication with all our stakeholders, patrons and sponsors. Thames Honda, Incentive fm, Sweet Chariot, Daily Mail/RBS, British Marine and Land Rover have all lent their names to various of our programmes, and we are deeply grateful to them for their continued support. Equally we must also thank our Deputy President Paul Agate for his work in securing these sponsorships and for continuing to facilitate our communications by editing our quarterly news magazine ‘In Play’.

I reported at our Awards Dinner in May that 2009/10 had been a good year for Surrey Rugby, and I trust that all of the above bears that statement out. But it would be remiss of me to conclude this report without pointing to an issue that continues to threaten our game’s good standing, namely on field and touchline misbehaviour. Particularly concerning have been the several incidents resulting from an unhealthy ‘win at all cost’ approach being modelled by adults to younger players. That some such incidents in Surrey have reached the press and been referred to the police is frankly very alarming. Your  Disciplinary Committee has worked very hard during the season to make it absolutely clear that such behaviour coming from players or coaches or spectators has no place in our game, and all of us in Surrey Rugby  are deeply grateful to John Hamilton for his firm and fair chairing of this committee over the past 9 years. We know that Paul Anderson will be his equally unrelentingly vigorous successor.

At heart, rugby union is a great fellowship of like minded people, and I’ve thoroughly enjoyed the many opportunities that have come my way to fellowship around the county over the past season. As I’ve done so, I’ve made countless friends and Pat and I thank you all for your hospitality and your tolerance. And the issue most often raised around clubhouse bars over the season has concerned Surrey’s intentions in respect of the County Championship. I’m therefore delighted to be able, at the end of this my first year as Surrey President, to confirm that in 2010/11 we shall be entering a team in the Championship Shield, a competition open to sides fielding players registered with clubs playing level 5 and below. We look forward to playing matches against near-neighbours Sussex and Middlesex in May and so to further opportunities to demonstrate to one and all that club rugby in Surrey remains sustainable indeed!
FU Batchelor
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