Dundee HSFP Club
A case study in club development

Synopsis

This senior Dundee rugby club was sufficiently concerned about the decline in young players coming into and through the game that it invested its own time and money to establish the Dundee Eagles programme.  This introduces rugby to local schools and offers weekly coaching, fun games and competitive matches at the main club to provide a complete pathway for young people to develop their rugby skills.
Background

The Dundee High School Former Pupils (HSFP) Rugby Club was founded in 1880.  The senior schools were instrumental in building the sport and this club provided both a competitive and a social environment in which members could continue to enjoy the game long after they had left the school.
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Although the club retains a strong link with Dundee High School, it has been completely open to all members for nearly thirty years.   With a strong emphasis on coaching to raise standards, the club has a good track record of success in both premier leagues and the Scottish Cup.

The club’s close relationship with the school enables it to share pitches and changing facilities.  The clubhouse is leased from the school and adjoins the main pitches.  The club will be able to use the new sports complex currently being built on the site.

Despite the national and international profile of the game, rugby across Scotland has been attracting fewer and fewer younger players over the past twenty years.  Without an influx of new young players from the schools, the future of the game is at risk.  For example, the number of senior schools participating in league competitions has declined from 14 to just two.  Several factors may account for this decline including the withdrawal of teaching support from some extra-curricula games activities and the competition from other team sports.  Many of the senior rugby clubs are concerned about this situation as they can see the likely adverse consequences for their own future team membership and competitive success.  Dundee HSFP decided on a bold initiative to promote the sport, introduce youngsters to game, and provide a pathway for young players to progress from basic skills through friendly games to competitive fixtures.
Stages of development

The idea of establishing a junior development programme, known as the Dundee Eagles, was first proposed three years ago.  The club committee was enthusiastic about the proposal but wanted to be sure that the project could be organised, funded and sustained in a manner that was consistent with the club’s ethos and standards.  The project would need to be maintained over several years if young players were to be brought through to a standard where they could start to play in more competitive teams.
One enthusiastic and committed volunteer, with the right level of experience and external contacts, stepped forward to drive the project.  

Dundee Eagles is now in its second season.  There is a team of volunteer coaches and supporters who are regularly involved in helping with the various junior groups.  Day-to-day leadership of the programme is coordinated by a full-time development officer.  This is a joint appointment between Dundee High School and the club.  The development officer is working within the school to develop the team sport.  For the club, he has initiated contact with 33 local secondary schools and their feeder primary schools.  A six-week programme of basic skills training and touch-rugby is introduced to each school.  Towards the end of this teaching block, the youngsters have the opportunity to play in short games, and many are able to participate in a one-day rugby festival at the Dundee club.  This is the start of a pathway from which those who are interested can choose to join the main Dundee Eagles club sessions and progress further through the game.
The development officer post is funded and managed jointly by the school and the club.  The club made a successful application to the Friends of Scottish Rugby for financial support for the post, and this was increased by sportscotland through the SportsMatch initiative.

Right from the start, this has been a partnership initiative.  As well as involving the school, Dundee Eagles is also a joint activity with Stobswell Rugby Club in the city.  This is a smaller club, but equally committed to junior development.  Stobswell provides several of the volunteers and coaches for Dundee Eagles and there is a general sharing of resources.  The Eagles name was selected to avoid identification of the programme with just one club; the Eagles also have their own distinctive playing strip.
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Dundee Eagles meet at the club grounds each Sunday through the season.  Activities are organised by age groups from 4 through to 15 years.  The youngest children are taught basic skills and can participate in weekend festival activities with a strong emphasis on fun.  School-aged youngsters from P4 through to S2 are organised and coached in four groups where they can develop skills and learn more of the ethos of the game.  They have opportunities playing in non-league matches.  For the Under-15s and Under-16s there is a more competitive edge with teams playing competitive matches in local leagues.  As these young people grow further with the Dundee Eagles, the aim is to extend the pathway right through to the Under-18s team and the adult game.
Recently, the club has appointed a trainee assistant to work under the direction of the development officer.  This lad is undertaking an SVQ Coach Community programme and his position is jointly funded by the club and the Scottish Rugby Union.  He is able to extend the schools-based work and is also attending a local college to gain formal qualifications.
As well as the paid staff, Dundee Eagles relies heavily on the contribution of around 30 volunteer junior coaches, recruited from parents and members at both the Dundee and Stobswell clubs.  Considerable attention is paid to the recruitment and selection of volunteers with the skill, interest and commitment to work with the junior groups on a regular weekly basis.  All the volunteer coaches are subject to the club’s child protection policy.  The clubs arrange for all coaches to undergo accredited coach training, and many also undertake refereeing and first aid courses as well.  

The volunteer coaches now form a strong network in their own right, with regular communication between members about all aspects of Dundee Eagles activities both at the Sunday sessions and through email.  There was some initial concern that the club may not have been able to attract sufficient volunteers to support the planned programme; the early experience demonstrates a good level of interest, and the programme is now running very smoothly.

As well as the regular weekly coaching, festivals and games, the development officer and volunteer team have been active in arranging other activities for junior club members.  Trips have been organised to watch international rugby matches, and visits have been organised to the Murrayfield stadium where youngsters have been introduced to the Scottish coach.  Senior club members and international players have paid visits to the Dundee Eagles and provided inspiration to the junior players.  Eagles members often attend the senior club matches on a Saturday where some act as touchline ballboys wearing their Eagles strip.
Sports activity today

The Dundee club currently has 220 adult members.  There are two main teams in training twice a week and playing competitively each Saturday under the direction of a professional head coach and coaching team.  A third team is run jointly with Dundee University, and a veterans team plays locally.
The Dundee Eagles currently have 140 members attending the Sunday sessions.  The youngsters range in age from 4 to 15 and are formed into several groups for coaching related to their age and ability.  The youngest children are engaged in acquiring basic skills at a fun level, whilst the Under 15s and Under 16s are entered into competitive leagues.
Managing and maintaining the club
Dundee HSFP Rugby Club is managed by a traditional committee with the President taking a key role in steering the club.  On the playing side, there is a Director of Rugby who is responsible for the professional head coach, the assistant coaches, and the organisation of the various senior teams and squad training programmes.  On the administration side, a fund-raising committee is responsible for securing sponsorship and advertising for the club.  The club’s overall budget is around £70,000 per year, of which around 15% is derived from member subscriptions.  Significant revenues are derived from various sponsorship agreements involving team strips, matches and individual players.  

The Dundee Eagles initiative has its own sub-committee and chair reporting directly to the main committee.  This group manages the development officer with the other partners and oversees all aspects of the junior programme.
The primary costs of the Dundee Eagles relate to the appointment of the development officer.  This is a joint post with the school.  The club has funded its share from the club’s own resources.  In 2004, it attracted around £8,000 of financial assistance from the Friends of Scottish Rugby with additional SportsMatch funds.  In many ways it has proved easier to attract funding for the juniors as funders have acted more altruistically and been less concerned about securing a financial return.  The junior members pay a £1 levy each week for their Sunday session.
Key factors in the success of the project
1. The club has shown a strong concern about the decline in young people entering the game and coming through to play at a competitive level.  In the absence of other initiatives, the club was prepared to invest its own time and money in creating a junior development programme.  The committee know that this will require a long-term commitment and is working hard to ensure that the initiative is sustainable.  A careful choice was made to identify a lead club member with a strong commitment to making it work.
2. The junior programme combines several elements that extend its reach right out to the local primary and secondary schools.  The short introductory courses run in each school provide a taster of the game from which those who want to learn more can join the weekly training sessions with the Dundee Eagles.  The club caters for the full junior age range from 4 through to an eventual goal of 18.  This establishes a full progression pathway from absolute novice through to the junior and senior competitive teams.
3. Whilst the long-term aim is to bring young players into the competitive game, there is a strong emphasis on fun and participation particularly amongst the very young and novice players.  The social aspects are also promoted through visits to other facilities and major matches, and by opportunities to meet with leading players and coaches in the game.

4. The appointment of a full-time development officer has brought leadership and a visible focus to the programme.  The club worked hard to secure partnerships with others, as well as investing its own money, to create this post.

5. Dundee Eagles is supported by an active and enthusiastic group of volunteer coaches.  These have been drawn from parents and club members.  The volunteers are carefully screened, and are supported through accredited training programmes provided by through the club.
Problems and issues

The formation of the Dundee Eagles was a major step for the club, and one that has shown considerable results in the past two years.  With the engagement of paid staff and the active support of a large team of volunteers, the programme is now running very smoothly.
The club has invested its own funds, and fund-raising efforts, to support Dundee Eagles.  It’s recognised that the long-term benefits in terms of new young players coming through the system to play competitive rugby are likely to require a minimum of five years work.  To succeed, Dundee Eagles needs to become established as a permanent resource for junior rugby in the area.

This will require an external funding commitment to sustain the development officer post.  The club is looking to the Scottish Rugby Union for assistance.  The model of locally-based posts, rooted in the grassroots club infrastructure, and able to work closely with schools, clubs and committed volunteers across an area, is being successfully demonstrated by Dundee Eagles.
Key outcomes

· A senior rugby club identifying the need for a new approach to involving and developing young people in the game

· Creation of the Dundee Eagles as a vehicle for juniors to learn skills and progress through the game to junior and adult competitive standards

· Appointment of a development officer to provide hands-on teaching in  local schools and introduce youngsters to the Dundee Eagles

· I,200 youngsters introduced through school sessions to playing rugby in 2004
· 140 young people of all ages joining Dundee Eagles for the opportunity of weekly coaching, festivals and competitive games

· 30 volunteer coaches receiving accredited qualifications to work with junior groups.
For more information about the club, please see www.dundeehsfprugby.org.uk and www.dundeeeagles.co.uk 
This case study has been prepared for sportscotland with the assistance of Dundee HSFP Club in October 2005 for publication on the Help for Clubs website at www.helpforclubs.org.uk  

