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Hockey Club

Hitchin

Response to England Hockey’s consultation for their proposals in "A Single System for Hockey"

Blueharts welcomes the opportunity to comment on England Hockey’s proposals for a successful sport and hopes the following will help the debate about the best way forward.

Context 

We are a leading regional club.

· Men (5 senior and 1 colts team) founded in 1946 by old boys of Hitchin Boys’ Grammar School. Continued links to the school are vital to our future.  From the start of league hockey we have always been in the East Premier apart from two stints in the National League.  In 2006 we were the highest placed of the 12 clubs within a 15 miles radius.  St Albans are the nearest National League club.

· Ladies (2 teams) founded 1986 and reached the National League by 1990, but have declined since.  Now rebuilding after several seasons with just one team.

· Seeking Clubs 1st Accreditation by end of 2006-07.

Like many, we share our clubhouse with a cricket club.  We have seven on site grass pitches but as they are on the green belt, the land is a liability not an asset.  We hire an astro pitch (which our members helped to fund) a mile away at the Boy’s School.  Our priority is our own pitch.  

We have never received any significant external funding and remain self-sufficient through our own fund raising.  This and the social scene are vital parts of running most clubs, but it diverts volunteers’ time away from running the sport itself.  Any club development depends upon a core of energetic volunteers, which seems cyclical. 

Our feedback

These are very detailed proposals, put together after careful analysis.  We share EH’s objectives, but have several reservations about the risks it may create.   We outline them below and a suggestion on how a significant one can be mitigated. 

1. Polarisation.  The proposals concentrate on the development of ultra talented youth.  This and the infrastructure to support them could result in a greater polarisation of hockey.  Clearly we do not want a system that holds back the ultra talented few, but the proposed new system may jeopardise opportunities for less talented youngsters as well as the wellbeing of clubs outside the elite.  

2. School hockey.  We are uncertain about the future role of schools.  Will they have a role in this system or will they lose talent to it?  We only select boys who are not required for one of Hitchin Boys’ School’s rugby or hockey teams and benefit from the coaching and competition they get at the school.  

3. Volunteers. The proposals require a substantial infrastructure dependant upon the free time of qualified volunteers.  With increasing bureaucracy to run a club as well as play hockey, clubs are already over-dependant upon scarce volunteers.  Providing resources outside of the club and league systems will be a challenge as well as a threat, because it will draw volunteers away from helping clubs.  Clubs large and small are the bedrock of the sport and are needed to nurture talent in the first place.

4. Youngsters.   We have had many highly talented young members, but few have shown the single-minded commitment envisaged by this system.  They have to study, earn pocket money, like to play other sports, and above all have time to enjoy growing up.  There has to be a balance, and many youngsters may not want to specialise in one sport too early.

5. Season.   Connected to the above, we are concerned how the shortened close season will affect youngsters’ wider interests, for example cricket.  
In addition clubs may not have access to their clubhouses during the cricket season.

6. Age limits.  We have some sympathy with the thinking behind the proposed age limit for playing senior league hockey.  However this means clubs will have to find at least three or four senior members to run under teams for under 16.  This would have to be on Sunday’s, a tall order for members who play on a Saturday. 
We have never experienced problems with under 16s in the lower divisions and suggest a more practical solution is for regional leagues to convert some divisions into development divisions.  These would be for teams with limits on the number of over 16s.  Without such practical measures to help clubs, pupils at State schools would get little opportunity, unless they come under the wing of a dedicated PE teacher. 
We can therefore see a risk that many U16s would get no opportunity to learn and play hockey.

7. Money.  There is nothing about the finances.  If Saturday leagues are not reorganised so that clubs can integrate youngsters, of all abilities, in their teams, there will be a reduction in teams and clubs.  Paying memberships could decline and affiliation fees with it.  

We will be happy to contribute to any further discussions.
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