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ADULT COMPETITION REVIEW
NCA CLUBS’ CONFERENCE, 29-30 SEPTEMBER 2013
OUTPUTS

Table session 1:		Consultation findings
(a) What is your response to the consultation finding that there should be fewer league fixtures / smaller leagues?
· Mixed views on this:
· Those in agreement stated the following issues in support of their view:
· The attritional effect on players – welfare & motivation
· Season extends from July (pre-season training) to April / May – too long for players, coaches and administrators
· Too many games can dilute playing standards
· Too many games can affect player retention
· Cost of travel is an issue (although RFU funding could offset this)
· Fixture congestion
· The need for bigger squads
· Who is the league for – players or clubs?
· Those who disagreed stated the following issues in support of their view:
· Current system works well and shouldn’t be altered
· Same number of games is key to commercial sustainability
· Two fewer fixtures would have an adverse impact on club finances (although it was recognised that not playing would save costs)
· County rugby should be sacrificed to make more space in the season
· All fixtures should be meaningful fixtures – there needs to be a balance between commercial imperatives and meaningful fixtures
· National competition is essential to the maintenance of competitive standards:
· It is perceived that there is a north-south divide in terms of playing standards
· Levels 3 and 4 should be looked at differently, as the clubs at Level 3 are bigger businesses with different needs
· Need an overall strategy which includes PRL and Championship – can’t look at Levels 3 and 4 in isolation
(b) What is your response to the consultation finding that there should be some mechanisms in place to regulate promotion and relegation?
· Current system works, and is facilitated by the pyramid
· Declining promotion is / would be rare – more in some locations than others
· If declining promotion is to be allowed, there should be a limit on the number of opportunities a club has to do so
· Play-offs should be removed – they don’t work
· Review the number of clubs relegated from Level 3 to 4
· Explore the possibility of more clubs promoted to Championship / Level 2 – two up, two down
· Too much relegation (3 of 16, 18.75%) puts too much pressure on clubs
· Having 2nd XVs in 1st XV leagues is / would be a barrier

(c) What is your response to the consultation finding that cup rugby is popular among players?
· No appetite among Level 3 clubs for cup rugby – league rugby is king
· Clubs need guaranteed income from fixtures planned in advance
· Cup rugby adds little in terms of interest / gate receipts
· Clubs don’t just need more games
· Not enough space in the calendar for an expanded cup competition
· Any cup competitions would have to be well structured and funded
· Width of cup competitions – there shouldn’t be too much of a gap in terms of standards / levels
· Local CB cup competitions are useful for player development, but there are many local organisational issues – and most teams field 2nd XVs in these competitions
(d) What is your response to the consultation finding that the cost of playing rugby is prohibitively high for over half the clubs at Levels 3-6?
· Player payments are a fact of life
· Player payments are a club choice
· Player payments are driven by agents and players – difficult for clubs to influence these
· It’s up to clubs to work within their budgets – shouldn’t compensate for poor management
· The RFU should increase its funding to offset club difficulties
· The RFU should educate clubs on the cost of promotion and the impact of relegation
· The RFU should require clubs to have effective business plans and to meet participation criteria within these levels

Table session 2: 	The Straw Man
(a) Competitive implications
· Seen as too radical – a leap of faith
· Would reduce the quality of competition
· Reduces the number of big matches, North v South
· Gap from Level 3 to Level 2 would increase
· League should be the same all the way through the season
· Second phase creates cup rugby, which clubs don’t want
· Second-phase matches between mid-table teams would be meaningless
· Second-phase matches for bottom teams would be pointless – their season is over in January
· Players may leave clubs or be laid off between first and second phases – would lead to split contracts / pay rates
· However, some support expressed for:
· Fourteen-team leagues and top-four play-offs
· Three regions at Level 4, instead of two

(b) Financial implications
· Fewer fixtures would reduce income
· Financial benefits would not be significant
· Costs of play-offs would outweigh any benefits
· Depends on the RFU subsidy – assumption that this will go down, but should go up
· Travel time and cost is not an issue for clubs
· But also a contrary view that costs would be saved and the number of local derbies would increase, especially among southern clubs
· Needs some financial incentive based on league position – what is this worth to the RFU?
· Linked questions, what is the purpose of rugby at these levels?
· What is more important – saving money, or good rugby?
(c) Commercial & marketing implications
· Becoming regional would affect the NCA’s ability to attract a national sponsor
· Difficult to market the second phase, especially at middle and lower levels
· Difficult for clubs to sell the second phase, as don’t know who you will be playing
· Lower playing standards would reduce marketability
· Risk of playing the same clubs too many times
· Would not be attractive to club sponsors

(d) Other comments
· Concerns expressed over the data and its analysis – stating the obvious; “lies, damned lies and statistics”; consultation process and sample size, not robust, out of touch:
· Needs separating out by level, and not grouping across levels
· Question whether players really are dropping out of Levels 3 and 4 in their late 20s:
· But also a nuanced view that this is more prevalent at Level 4 than at Level 3, where the average player age is younger – and when players aged 27+ leave their club, they leave the game, they don’t drop down a level or two
· Attendances aren’t important to Levels 3 and 4 – clubs at these levels don’t make their money through the gate on match-days
· Travel is not always by bus – therefore road distances / times are not always relevant

Table session 3:		Second XV rugby
· Not all Level 3 and 4 clubs have 2nd XVs:
· Should NCA require its clubs to have one?
· Some Level 4 clubs are drawing on Level 3 club squads for their 1st XVs
· RFU incentives for clubs to field 2nd XVs?
· Those who do expressed some desire for 1st and 2nd XVs to be able to travel together:
· Same number of matches required
· Greater squad cohesion
· Economies of scale
· But prospect of “dead clubhouse” when both teams away from home
· Also risk of late cry-offs when in transit
· Need meaningful fixtures – friendlies are hard to come by – but, at this level, all rugby is good rugby
· Need to find the right level for each 2nd XV to play at – no generic solution for all
· Geography is important: need regional or local groupings which minimise travel in order to encourage fixture fulfilment
· Regulation should also be flexible to get matches played. Support for mechanisms such as fixture pools, points incentives for fixture fulfilment (especially away):
· Need to avoid late cry-offs
· Area League option has some appeal, as a formalised organisation based on current set-ups, if applied nationally and with flexibility to cater for regional circumstances:
· Could finish the season with a Regional Champions’ Cup competition
· Incentives for winning through, e.g., kit or an awards evening
· Some but not widespread support for 2nd XVs in 1st XV leagues:
· Would need RFU regulation allowing this at specific levels only, e.g., Levels 3-5 or 6
· Issues identified of regulation, especially to stop teams being flooded with 1st XV players when promotion / relegation beckons
· Counter-argument that this is the wrong environment for 2nd XVs
· Some support for a loan system, or dual registration, to avoid losing players to other clubs
· Some support for end-of-season play-offs and cup competition to enliven the diet
· Acknowledge need for RFU direction
· One size will not fit all – too many regional variations, need flexibility to allow for this

Other issues raised:
· RFU should bring back conditional funding
· RFU should negotiate national rail travel to increase the discount that clubs can get
· RFU should regulate Premiership clubs placing Academy players with lower-level clubs, to improve equality of this – “draft system”
· All Twickenham internationals should kick off at 4 pm or afterwards, to help boost bar revenue
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