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ADULT COMPETITION REVIEW
SAMPLE CLUB INTERVIEWS, JULY – AUGUST 2012


1.	Halifax RUFC – Grayham Smith, 15 August 2012

· In the mid-late 1990s Halifax attracted two major benefactors in the form of successful local businessmen who bankrolled what had previously been a traditionally strong northern club with a reliance on good local recruitment networks, and transformed it into a rising professional outfit. The arrival of better players led to promotion up the league ladder, which in turn allowed the recruitment of better players, which in turn led to promotion, and so on ...
· The club’s reliance on their benefactors’ funding led to a fall-off in standards of governance and financial management – decisions were made ultra vires by unelected individuals whose wealth gave them influence outside of the constitutional processes of the club. This came home to roost when both benefactors died in quick succession, leaving no provision for the club in their legacies. This meant that there was no immediate way to meet the costs incurred during the rise in status, and the club began to slide
· The troubles mounted: players left when there was no more money to pay them; results declined, meaning that crowds stayed away and match-day revenues fell off; relegation reduced revenues even further; brewery and bank loans were called in for fear of default, while personal guarantees from club officers were also  withdrawn, and so the club spiralled into decline
· In 2009, with the club in disarray, the committee was faced with a series of major decisions – to reform its governance, to manage its creditors, and to rebuild its rugby side. At this stage it fielded two professional / semi-professional XVs and a “pub team”, Halifax Vikings: however, the inability to pay has meant that players from the two senior sides had departed, leaving only the pub team
· The chosen solution to this collection of problems was to abandon professionalism altogether, seek peace with creditors, and assume the identity of the Vikings at the bottom of the ladder in Yorkshire 6. This led to immediate promotion for a club which became happier, more unified and constructive, reinventing itself as a family / community club for players of all ages and genders
· Halifax did consider the alternative course of allowing itself to be relegated through the leagues to its rightful level – but felt that the quality of players available to it militated against this. Put simply, it would have been both dangerous and disheartening to pit “pub players” against semi-professionals week after week and to get regularly thrashed
· Should the RFU have intervened or regulated against this scenario? Halifax is an independent entity which had to be allowed to make its own decisions / mistakes, and to wear the consequences of these. As it stands, these have not been fatal: the club is now trading its way out of debt, having opened up a variety of new revenue streams as a result of finding its place at the heart of its community – and is stronger and more vibrant as a result
· Experience suggests two things: one, that the club will never again pay its players, whatever the consequences for its league status; and second, it believes strongly that there should be separate pyramids for those who pay their players, and those who do not – to control the insidious effect of professionalism which destroys club loyalty / undermines player pathways within clubs / creates a ruinous, short-termist approach



2.	Manchester RFC – Andrew Bridgman, 14 August 2012

· The club’s first foray into National League 1 was around 2001: it was relegated, and then promoted again, although it had the opportunity to choose not to go up. Even then it was apparent that the club could not afford to compete at this level – and, ultimately, relegation was followed by a wholesale desertion of players who wanted to remain playing at the higher level
· At the time the club maintained a “glass ceiling” between the 1st XV and its other XVs – but its 2nd XV players also wanted to play 1st XV rugby and left the club – meaning that, in 2008, there were no senior players remaining of the required standard
· The club’s committee then had to decide whether to allow the club to be relegated to its rightful level, within the constraints of its budget – or to disband and reform with a new club at the bottom of the pyramid. It decided to take the former course of action – but without quite realising how traumatic this would be
· The Director of Rugby, Elaine Vassie, was successful in attracting new players for little or no money (the club continued to pay players as it passed through Levels 3-5, but now pay only expenses at Level 6). Most of these were young players / students from the local universities, and not good / experienced enough to compete at Levels 3-5 – leading to a series of thumpings as the club descended through the leagues. The situation was exacerbated by playing in the National Leagues, where the long distances required to travel for away matches meant that there was a significant difference between the teams fielded at home and away
· Now, being out of the National Leagues and in North 1 West, the club is in a better place – it owns its own facility, its finances are stable, its recruitment networks are well established (including good links with the Manchester universities), it has three adult teams for the first time in a decade, its players pay for expenses only, it has successful junior, youth and ladies’ sections, and it is focused on building club loyalty
· Competition for players from other local clubs is intense: Stockport, Macclesfield and Sale FC especially are ambitious and have greater resources than Manchester. Thus any players who do come through Manchester’s ranks are soon lured away by bigger payments elsewhere. However, this situation pertained even before the onset of league rugby, when bigger and more ambitious clubs were able to lure players away from their smaller neighbours
· Manchester’s is therefore a story of professionalism, and a club broken on the wheel of seeking to compete with better resourced rivals. However, they point out that leagues were introduced in 1987, and professionalism in 1995: league rugby per se is therefore not responsible for club difficulties, it is the combination of league rugby and paying players

3.	Newbury RFC – Julian Lewis, 23 July 2012

· The key moment for Newbury was the reorganisation of the leagues in 2008-09 which led to their relegation. At this stage the club’s 1st XV budget was in the region of £600K, half of which came from the RFU: relegation cut this funding, to the extent that the club found themselves cast into a downward spiral of player departures and four successive relegations into South-West 1 East
· As the first players left, it became apparent that there was a massive gulf between the 1st XV and the remainder of the club, to the extent that there were no senior players of a standard available to replace the departees. Thus they had to draft young players into the 1st XV, meaning that games were lost, relegations suffered, crowds fell, match-day revenues reduced, rugby budgets also reduced, player recruitment stalled, and the club continued to decline – with the situation becoming worse in each successive year
· Newbury had no financial resource available to plug the gap, and a large PAYE bill to negotiate. They had a sponsorship deal with Vodafone, but had put all their eggs in that basket and had no other commercial properties from which they earned revenue – and thus, when the sponsorship terminated, they lost significant income
· While the last-minute change to the leagues is blamed as the primary cause of Newbury’s troubles, at the same time they acknowledge that they had no insurance against it, no contingency plan, as they had ignored the second and third tiers of adult players and failed to develop their revenue streams – and thus they had nothing to fall back on when 1st XV players departed
· That said, the club believes that a back-up plan is hard to maintain as players don’t want to play 2nd XV rugby, they will leave a club rather than playing in the 2nd XV. This prevents many clubs from having a viable contingency plan in the event that the same circumstances affect them – and history has seen other clubs such as Henley and Bracknell suffer similarly to Newbury
· Should the RFU have stepped in to regulate or intervene in some way? Newbury believes that advice could have been made available to save them from their own naivete, e.g., in making the transition from community club to one which pays its players, managing PAYE, etc. Not minimum standards as a gateway to promotion, but rather a list of FAQs or things to think about; there’s a big gulf between emerging community clubs and the bigger Championship clubs with their seven-figure budgets, which includes a comparative lack of know-how  ...
· Rugby budgets have been slashed to the extent now of £50K per annum across all senior teams. Newbury has therefore had to reinvent itself as a community club with amateur players who play for love, after what appears to have been a demoralising and chastening experience for all concerned. This step was part-circumstantial, and part-design – a response to the realisation that (a) there was too great a gulf between 1st and 3rd XVs, and (b) there is no money available to support professionalism any more
· Finding the right level has been a matter of trial and error, through fielding teams under available budgets and seeing how competitive they are. The club always felt that the players available to it were too good to go down to the bottom of the league structure to start again, and did not want to present those players with rugby that was too easy for them at the lowest level. They did consider asking for a rebalancing move down a couple of divisions at once to a more manageable level – but decided instead to respect the ability and aspirations of their players by allowing them to play their way to the appropriate level

4.	Tunbridge Wells RFC – Roger Clarke, 20 July 2012

· The club entered the leagues when they first started, initially placed in London 3 SE from where they were immediately promoted to London 2 / Level 6 where they have remained for most of their history since then, prior to the last reorganisation of the leagues which took them into London 1 South
· Retention of this status was difficult without paying players: while TW has a strong feeder school, it struggles with young players leaving the area to go to university, and with the consequent need to buy in replacements. In the end the club failed to meet the challenge, was relegated, and then suffered a second successive relegation following a disastrous start to the following season
· The learnings from this experience include:
· The need for a bigger squad, the higher up the league you go
· The fact that player payments extend a long way down the pyramid, which constantly pulls players around to different clubs
· The desirability of larger leagues, so that there is time to recover from a poor start to the season – and so that junior and senior calendars can be aligned
· Of these, player payments operate within a free market which shouldn’t be regulated – but their effect on club economics is undeniable, and clubs are compelled to choose between expending limited resource on either paying players, or club infrastructure / facilities / coaching / development. Effectively, clubs are required to choose: do they want a strong 1st XV of mercenary players divorced from the remainder of the club; or do they want to be a community club at a low league level?
· TW’s retention of its good junior and youth players is hampered by the fact that they come from good schools, and therefore leave for university at the end of sixth form. While the club retains good links with local universities, their players can only play at weekends, they don’t train midweek due to university commitments – there is therefore a limit to what they can contribute to the club
· TW finds that changing social circumstances have meant that it now has a wider pool of less committed players – four XVs from 260 players, where previously it was from 150. This phenomenon is shared with other clubs, who also have more players but fewer / no more teams: it appears that, at these lower levels, players want to play – but just not very often
· Higher up the pyramid, it appears that NCA clubs maintain one or two teams, and then have links with feeder clubs – rather than fielding the six-eight teams that they used to do. This is where league rugby has had its greatest impact – in changing the identity of the clubs and the nature of participation in the game
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