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25th May 2011
U17s – U19s RUGBY

You will aware that we have been examining U17s –U19s rugby in the County to improve the retention rate within the game of players in these age groups and help them transition into adult rugby.  Having carried out earlier in the season an audit of how many clubs were running teams at these 3 age groups and how many 17 year olds were playing for adult teams, we then gave 2 presentations in Bristol and Gloucester to ask clubs for their opinion on how we might take matters forward to meet those 2 aims stated above.

Some 56 individuals, representing 30 clubs, attended one of the 2 presentations held in April, and to the one in Bristol those Somerset Clubs in the Bristol Combination were also invited.   A number of options were explored during the presentations and, indeed, other options were proposed by attendees. While we asked for feedback from all those who attended, only 16 individuals representing 14 clubs responded.  The purpose of this letter is to advise you about the analysis of the feedback and to outline the way forward. 

The first item for discussion was to establish some aims.  All agreed that in determining the way forward that it should aim to:

· Improve the retention of players aged 17 to 19 years of age in the game.

· Encourage players aged 17 to 19 years of age to transit smoothly from age-grade rugby to adult rugby.

· Persuade clubs that the above aims are more likely to be met if 17 year olds (unless very talented and more physically mature than expected for that age) play age-grade rather than adult rugby on a regular basis.

There was much discussion if the way forward involved a competitive structure (in addition to friendlies, the County Cups, Combination Cups and National Competitions at various age-grades).  The vast majority agreed that another competitive structure was needed, but it should complement these other competitions and that it should not stifle clubs from playing age-grade friendlies as 
well.  The following options were discussed:

· Option 1 - GRFU Competitions at both U17 & U19 level.

· Option 2 - A GRFU Competition at U18 level (but allowing a few U19s in the squad).

· Option 3 - A GRFU Competition at U19 level

· Option 4 - GRFU Competitions at both U17 & U20 level.
· Option 5 - GRFU Competitions at both U18 & U19 level.

Nearly 95% of respondents favoured an U18s competition (Option 2 or 5) and about a third of those favoured a GRFU U19s competition as well (Option 5).   About 60% of that 95% were against allowing a few U19s into an U18 level competition.  Only one respondent favoured Option 1 and one other favoured Option 3.  No one favoured Option 4.   We also asked about playing U16s, where permissible under RFU regulations, in these competitions; only one respondent was in favour.

We also sought views on when these matches might be played.  Twenty five per cent did not express an opinion on this matter, while 50% favoured playing matches on set weekends throughout the season, but avoiding clashes with age-grade County Cups, Combination Cups & National Competitions.  We also asked when during the week these matches should be played.  There was no clear consensus between Sundays (when traditionally these age-grade matches have been played) or Saturdays to allow these young players to watch and mix with the adult team(s) playing on Saturdays.

Linked to that, we asked opinion about the proposal that no player should in the same weekend play for an adult side and in this age-grade competition.  Clearly, playing on this age grade competition on a Saturday generally mitigates this. In this situation coaches, in conjunction with the player, have to decide whether it better to play for the club’s adult side or the age-grade side for the player’s long-term development.  In response to the question, about 40% agreed with the principle, a further 13% agreed with the principle but saw some practical difficulties in “policing” it, 19% said it should be left to the clubs to manage, and the remainder did not express an opinion.

WAY FORWARD

GRFU for next season intend to:

· Organise an U18s league competition. 

· In addition, GRFU will continue to organise an U17s & U19s County Cup Competitions, and Combinations are encouraged to continue to run their own age-grade cup competitions.  Clubs can, of course, arrange friendly age-grade matches (eg U17s, U18s or U19s).

· Depending on the number of entrants this will be organised into geographical leagues/pools to minimise travel, leading to play-offs. Teams will only play each other once in their league/pool so that any one sided matches are not repeated, unless the number of teams entering are so small that home & away fixtures are required to 
· provide sufficient matches.  Fixtures will be arranged so that clubs have ideally the same number of home and away matches

· Clubs can enter as many teams as they like in this competition, but will be asked to set criteria so that players generally only play for one of the club teams for the duration of the competition.

· In this U18s competition, players must be aged at least 16 and less than 18 years of age on 1 Sep.  Each squad of 22 may also include 3 players aged 18 on 1 Sep and in matches 2 of these can be on the field of play at the same time.  

· To avoid overplaying, players in this competition will only be allowed to play a total of 80 minutes over 3 consecutive days.  Therefore, if a player turns out for your club 2nd XV on Saturday and plays a half, then the next day in a match in this U18s competition that player can only play for 40 minutes.   Clubs will be expected to respect this principle and it will be “policed” with unannounced spot checks by GRFU.  School matches must also be counted towards this maximum playing time.   Club coaches, in conjunction with players, must determine whether the player’s development is best served by playing in this age-grade competition or adult matches when both occur on the same weekend.

· Matches will be played on set weekends, in accordance with the Youth Structured Season, and will avoid clashes with U17s & U19s County & Combination Cup competitions, the National Competitions at these 2 age groups, and when GRFU U18s representative matches are scheduled.  It is not expected to have age-grade matches every week of the season allowing players aged 17 or more to experience playing in some adult matches during the season.

· It will be for clubs to mutually agree whether matches are played on Saturdays, Sundays or under lights in the week preceding the weekend set for the fixture.
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The GRFU Competitions Committee will be in contact with your club in the near future to seek entries for this new U18 league and how many teams you wish to enter.
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