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October 2011

RE-ENERGISING FOOTBALL IN THE ARMY – OUR SOLDIERS’ GAME
I do not write this letter lightly as I recognise that it will take up valuable command time.  So my pitch, as the new Chairman of Army Football, will be short but I trust grab your attention sufficiently to pass this note down to your chain of command with your own thoughts.  

Football remains the ‘Soldiers’ Game’.  No other Army sport gets close to the number of units and individuals playing it regularly.  For example, over 110 major and minor unit teams played in this year’s Army Challenge Cup competitions; we run a vibrant Inter-Corps league (men and women) in which every major cap-badge competes, and we regularly field 4 representative sides (men, women, U23s and officers).  Despite this the Soldier’s Game is not as healthy as it might be, for 2 principal reasons: 

· First, in comparison with Army Rugby, Winter Sports and Cricket, Football has been in steady ‘commercial’ decline over the last decade.  Despite the numbers of people playing we have not raised our game – we need to professionalise how we govern Football across the Army; we need to raise our ambitions to attract better sponsorship, and we need to put in place plans to ‘grow’ a show case end of season event, like Rugby at Twickenham or Cricket at Lords.  Raising Army Football’s game (and name) is very much my task, with the support of the Army Football Association’s new Board of Trustees (we moved to Charitable Status in September).    

· Second, and the area where I seek your help, it has become more difficult to play football at unit level.  I sense there are four reasons for this increasing ‘friction’; 

· There is less support from officers, whether LE or DE, to run the game.  The numbers of football officers is in decline with NCOs now making up over half of nominated unit football officers.  Without officer support, it is much more difficult to release individuals to play, to coach and to referee, as generally from our experience it is the ‘middle management’ of the Sergeants Mess which can offer the greatest resistance. 

· I wonder whether we recognise the contribution of those who run football, or any sport for that matter.  I note the RAF’s approach, where all officers and warrant officers have secondary duties, duties which are formally reported upon in their annual reports.  My RAF Football counterpart has no problems whatsoever getting volunteers to run football, indeed the ‘system’ expects them to run a sport and that these efforts are recognised.  
· We have a lack of officials.  Whilst we recruit new referees well we fail to retain them, principally we believe because being a referee does not attract the same support from their chain of command as being a player or a coach does.  Yet being a referee in Army football (and to progress in weekend civilian leagues as well) builds both moral fibre and leadership skills in abundance!  

· Lastly, we do not have enough trained coaches to consistently improve technical standards on the field, and to bring best practice to training, first aid and team management.  This despite the fact that the quality of our coaching courses are up with the very best across the Country. 

I recognise I need to help you to overcome this friction and make it easier to play football at grass roots level.  CGS is President of Army Football, but as Commander in Chief he provided clear direction to all commanders, in his Army Sports Policy
, on playing sport; policy applicable to both regular and TA units.   It set clear tasks on us all to participate in major and minor team sports and to provide the number of officials and coaches required to run the sport.  This intent will have been brought into your training directives, but I enclose a simple ‘poster’ which highlights how we in the Army Football Association can help you meet this direction.  Please feel free to contact any of the leads if you have a particular problem.  

In summary, what I would ask from you, and your Commanding Officers, is:

· To recognise the hard work of those volunteers who run, coach and referee football.

· To encourage officers, both LE and DE, not only to play football but also to organise the game at unit level.

· To give the time off, in busy programmes, for those coaches, players and officials to run the game at unit, Corps and Army level.  

My intent as Chairman is to promote Football in the Army at all levels (ranks, ages, genders), and in all forms of the game, in order to make a significant contribution to the generation of operational effectiveness by improving the morale and physical components of fighting power.  Football in the Army is the Soldiers’ Game - if I am to get close to this intent I need your help.  I will raise the ambition of Football in the Army and if you can remove some of the friction then together we can re-energise Football, from grassroots up.   
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� AGAI Vol 1 para 5.036 which directs:


Operational commitments allowing, fielding at least 2 summer and 2 winter teams (major units) or at least one winter and one summer team (minor units) across the major team sports (Para 5.048 – includes Association Football).


Appointing and facilitating the training of suitably qualified coaches and officials to enable sports to be played safely within the unit, in fulfilment of duty of care practices.  At a minimum, across the major team sports divided between winter and summer sports: major units should have four Level 1 coaches and two officials; minor units should have a minimum of two Level 1 coaches and one official.
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