Small Clubs Are Important Too … 

by Tim Seymour

It has been my impression, rightly or wrongly, that over recent years much of the LTA’s emphasis has been placed on developing larger Tennis Centres and working with larger Clubs particularly those interested in Performance accreditation.  I can see that the reasoning is fairly simple – these Clubs affect larger numbers of tennis players and usually have the facilities, resources and manpower to effect change more rapidly.  As a result though, many smaller clubs have to some extent been overlooked. However I firmly believe that these smaller Clubs, often located in villages, have a vital role to fulfil in this country’s future tennis development.  It is an area that I know the LTA is keen to address and their initiatives towards retaining children in Clubs is a very positive step in the right direction.

It is often through these smaller community based clubs that a large percentage of the population, many of whom are children, have their first experience of tennis. As we know, if that experience is a positive one then we will keep that persons interest in tennis for their whole life.  If it is a bad experience however they maybe lost to our sport forever.

Where smaller village clubs have struggled to some degree in the past is in keeping coaches and being unable to develop a full array of coaching opportunities catering to all sectors of the Club.  Limited facilities and resources often make employing a coach fulltime an unviable proposition.

The position I find myself in now has actually evolved more out of luck than judgement.  I grew up in Normandy, a small village outside Guildford.  My interest in tennis was ignited when the Parish Council built two courts in the village when I was fourteen and the Normandy Tennis Club was founded.  From that moment onwards you could not keep me off the courts.  It was this interest that took me off to university to study Business and Sports Coaching and qualifying as a tennis coach came as a natural progression.  After working in Sports Development for a while at the Guildford Spectrum and spending six summers coaching at Camps in the US I decided to go freelance as a Tennis Coach.

It was at that time that a vacancy became available at Normandy TC due to the very sad and untimely death of the previous coach Alan Kenyon.  That was 1994.  In 1995 I was approached by Worplesdon TC to set up some programmes there and then in 1998 Pirbright Tennis Club approached me too. Finally just this year I have taken on Ash Tennis Club.

Over the years I have seen each of these Clubs develop and thrive both in terms of their memberships, all round playing standards and social scenes.  Each Club has also worked hard to improve and upgrade its facilities.   Where smaller village clubs have their strength is in their community spirit and their commitment to the future of their Club.  Over the years I have been very fortunate to have had the help and support of some very good committees in each of the Clubs. In addition each committee has been very supportive of juniors recognising that they are the future of the Club.

Today between the four Clubs there are approximately 250 juniors having coaching each week.  This summer we also linked up with two local primary schools and gave a further 650 children a taste of tennis.  The position I now find myself in is a very fortunate one.  Each Club is within no more that 10 minutes drive from any other one and between them they now have 12 courts, nine of which are floodlit (or soon will be).  

As the link between the Clubs I, as the coach, have been able to set up many events and activities that encompass the players (particularly juniors) from each of the four Clubs.  We hold regular ‘Quad Club’ Tournaments for juniors for all age groups from MT Red through to Under 16s and average about 60 –70 players a time.  With the help of another member and recently qualified coach at Normandy we are setting up Inter-Club Box Leagues that will cater to both adults and juniors across the four Clubs.  This should be up and running in October.

Working in partnership with the Clubs we have also come to an arrangement that allows children from one Club to take their coaching at another Club if the times at their own Club are not convenient.  We currently have about 20 children taking advantage of this.  The policy has positive benefits for each Club in being able to retain its juniors and is proving very popular with parents whose children have very busy schedules.

The way forward is certainly an exciting one.  As this article goes to print I am working hard towards establishing a number of new performance-orientated programmes that will encompass all four Clubs.  I am taking on new coaches to meet the current and potential future demands that these programmes will generate and next year, working in conjunction with the Clubs, I hope to expand the schools coaching programmes further.

To summarise I should point out that it is important for each Club to retain it’s own integrity and independence.  However the benefits of having the four Clubs linked in the ways described can only be beneficial and enhance each Club, providing opportunities that might not otherwise be available to a club of its size.  I believe that partnerships such as these are one of the ways forward for smaller Clubs and ultimately benefit tennis in this country as a whole. Time will be the judge of this but things are looking good at the moment!

