RECOMMENDATIONS for the Lancashire County RFU Junior Challenge

Following 1,138 fixtures during the opening three-year (‘EFE’ sponsored) period of Lancashire’s new competition, a reappraisal of the structure was always planned.  The opportunity to refresh the tournament after the initial sponsorship period was given added impetus by the statistics discussed at the Mini Junior Clubs’ Winter Forum, held in February.    

It was agreed by all that the innovative nature of the Junior Challenge competition has been of considerable benefit to Lancashire rugby; allowing all clubs to enter sides (even allowing for a 12-a-side game if necessary) and that the character of the event should continue.  

However, an analysis of 797 ‘Qualifying Pool’ matches (in which no seeding occurred other than the previous year’s semi-final sides being drawn in the four different pools) showed:  

1) 15% of all scheduled fixtures were conceded without a ‘Fair Play’ game being played, 

2) 36% of matches finished with at least a 30-point margin, i.e.

3) 51% of games were therefore either ‘not-competitive’, or were not played.  Also, just 

4) 12% of fixtures ended with a bonus-point awarded for a 10-point margin in defeat.  

The Competitions Committee was asked to reflect and recommend a way forward for a more balanced competition.  

The ‘pools’, followed by a ‘knock out’ section, is considered an essential plan to provide:

1) a substantial fixture list within the existing ‘structured season’, 

2) a good opportunity for all sides to achieve a Finals Day appearance,  

3) both Challenge Cup and Junior Plate/Junior Vase festival-style Finals days, and

4) suitable ‘showcase’ events for both the county and also the competition’s sponsors


Previously, the un-seeded Qualifying Pools allowed six sides (sometimes seven) to ‘find their own level’ but tended to disadvantage the ‘minnows’.  If the ‘minnows’ at certain age groups, did not simply concede in advance, they often suffered a substantial defeat in the game - albeit unreported beyond the ‘30*’ device. Regardless of the opposition, the ‘strong’ sides still used a strong combination, and rose to the top of their ‘pool’ without being stretched.  


The top two teams in each Qualifying Pool automatically advanced to the Challenge Cup, the middle two to the Junior Plate and the sides in 5th and 6th place competed in the Vase.  


Only 24 sides in each age group qualified for the ‘Super Sunday’ Quarter Finals day.  If more than 24 clubs entered an age group, and completed their playing programme, the scheduled Preliminary Round eliminated the excess number of teams.    


THE WAY FORWARD:


A) To maintain the status quo, Under 13s to Under 16s, OR
B) The plan adopted for recommendation, based on an initial proposal made by Peter McGuinness (Sedgley Park), and subsequently developed by the Competitions Committee.  

The recommended outline aims to provide a more competitive and meaningful series of matches for Under 14s to Under 16s in the period from September to February, playing other teams of similar ability.  

i) 
The competition at Under 13s is to continue as at present, with an open draw.  This will be reviewed for 2008/09 in the light of the County Under 12s Mini Festival event.  

ii)
The competition at Under 14s to Under 16s is to continue in four ‘Qualifying Pools’ drawing on the results from the previous season.  The Under 14s will use the Under 13s’ outcome, i.e. based on the initial open draw that allowed the relative strengths and weaknesses of the various squads to emerge.  Progression will continue thereafter.  

The ‘Qualifying Pools’ will remain competitive by virtue of 

i)
the position in the Qualifying Pools determining the next segment of the competition, 

ii) 
the battle for home advantage on the ‘Super Sunday’, quarter-finals day, and  

iii)
the improvement this season forming a benchmark for next season’s competition.    

The plan is based on 24 entrants.  If 25 entrants: Pool D would have 7 teams.  If 26 entrants Pool C will be 7 teams, with the highest ranked Vase semi-finalist moving to C, and if 27 or 28 entrants, Pools B and A will become 7 with the equivalent realignments in the ‘seedings’.  

A ‘24 entrants’ outcome provides each club with five matches, to be played principally on the Round One, Two, Three, Five and Seven dates, subject to the intention of not having more than two or three competition matches at one venue on one day.  

The ‘ideal’ situation is to have 7 teams in each pool, each club thereby enjoying both 3 Home and 3 Away matches.  In this scenario, only the top six would advance.  

A club joining the competition at Under 14s, 15s or 16s or as Play-off runners-up from the previous season will join Pool D.  

	POOL A for 2007/8
	POOL B for 2007/8
	POOL C for 2007/8
	POOL D for 2007/8

	All based on the competition finishing positions in 2006/07

	Cup Finalist
	Cup Quarterfinal
	Plate Quarterfinal
	Vase Semifinal

	Cup Finalist
	Cup Quarterfinal
	Plate Quarterfinal
	Vase Semifinal

	Cup Semifinal
	Cup Quarterfinal
	Plate Quarterfinal
	Vase Quarterfinal

	Cup Semifinal
	Cup Quarterfinal
	Plate Quarterfinal
	Vase Quarterfinal

	Plate Finalist
	Plate Semifinal
	Vase Finalist
	Vase Quarterfinal

	Plate Finalist
	Plate Semifinal
	Vase Finalist
	Vase Quarterfinal


The sides would advance to the ‘knock-out’ stages as follows:  

	From POOL A
	From POOL B
	From POOL C
	From POOL D

	CUP (H)
	CUP (H)
	CUP
	PLATE (See D)

	CUP (H)
	CUP
	PLATE (H)
	PLATE

	CUP
	CUP (See D)
	PLATE
	VASE (H)

	CUP
	PLATE (H)
	VASE (H) (See D)
	VASE

	PLATE (H)
	PLATE
	VASE (H)
	VASE

	PLATE (see D)
	VASE
	VASE
	VASE

	(H) represents ‘Home’ in the Quarter Finals, one (H) to be subject to the draw.  

Teams in the same opening pool would not play each other.  


C) 
As above, all qualifying pool fixtures to stop at a 40-point margin, the two sides 
reforming another match with any listed replacements starting the new game, 
minimum 10 minutes, both sides earning a credit in the ‘Fair Play’ trophy calculation.  

D) 
Play Offs: 
Pool B 3rd place to play Pool D 1st for a place in the Cup;




Pool A 6th place to play Pool C 4th for a place in the Plate; 

Depending on entrants, the Vase ‘Play Off’ date would normally involve clubs in the suggested order: Pool D 6th place, Pool D 5th place and Pool C 6th place 

E) 
A second option, also designed by Peter McGuinness, took the points gained by 
each team in the current season’s Qualifying Pool competition, added an 
enhancement bonus based on the previous season, and ranked the sides 1 to 24 to 
slot into the Cup (1-8), Plate (9-16) and Vase (17-24).  


Whilst having merit in the interest value, the Competitions Committee felt that this 
plan gave too much weight to the previous season’s enhancement bonus, and 
complicated the overall structure.  

