Dear John,

Re: AAA of England AGM

I have just received your letter in my capacity as secretary of the Valley Striders athletics club.

Although I am not in a position to confer with my colleagues, given the short timescale before the AGM, I felt it was important that someone addressed certain points you made in your letter. Whilst I stress that the comments I am about to make are my own personal views, I am confident that they reflect the views of very many of our members, for reasons that will become clear.

It is surely a misrepresentation of the facts to suggest that individuals and clubs which support the Association of GB Athletics Clubs (ABAC) are opposed to modernisation of athletics in England – they are merely opposed to the modernisation plans in their present form. Indeed, I believe that clubs supporting the ABAC do so specifically because they care about the future of the sport. The Valley Striders is one of a growing number of northern clubs which are very unhappy with the haste and manner in which the changes are apparently being forced upon us.
For your information, our club only followed the ABAC line after a well-attended EGM at which all the issues were discussed without any preconceptions. At the end of this discussion, it was clear that the membership were almost unanimous in their opposition to the present modernisation plans for the following reasons:

1. UK Athletics is seen as having a poor record both in delivering success at an elite level and in its support of grass-roots athletics. In particular, UKA is seen as having little genuine commitment to the many thousands of recreational runners who make up the bulk of the sport in this country – the same runners who will contribute the lion’s share of money to any membership scheme.

2. The proposed changes are being forced upon us in a high-handed and arrogant manner. It is difficult to trust an organisation which refuses to be bound by the results of polls or which tries to wind up an elected body against the terms of its own constitution. Also, making future funding conditional upon acceptance of the plans is tantamount to holding a shotgun to our heads. This approach has naturally made our members question the motives of those trying to implement the changes and leaves us wondering whether they can really be relied upon to represent our best interests in the future. I also believe that the manner in which the proposed changes have been handled has contributed to apathy amongst clubs, who see the new structure as a fait accompli!
3. Details of the new structure and how it will work in practice continue to be sketchy, although I am sure that you intend to clarify matters in this area in due course.
4. Finally and most important of all, we are being asked to give up the last vestiges of democracy in our sport. Any voting rights for clubs at a regional level are likely to be largely irrelevant, since it is surely unelected senior executives at national level who will ultimately determine policy, including the nature and scope of a future membership scheme and how the money will be distributed. It is fundamentally wrong that the body which governs our sport should be totally unaccountable to those it claims to represent.
Therefore, we see re-organisation of UK Athletics itself as being the most pressing concern at present. The senior officers of UKA need to put their money where their mouth is and agree to stand for re-election every few years – then and only then will they truly regain the confidence of the sport.
I stress that I have nothing against you and others already appointed to England Athletics. I have no doubt that you will endeavour to serve the sport as best you can and you can rely on our support in the months and years to come. However, I personally hope that clubs will support the appointment of John Bicourt and Keith Atkins as Chairman and Treasurer of AAA of E. I believe that they represent the best chance for smaller clubs such as ours to retain a genuine voice in the governance of athletics in the future.
Yours sincerely,

Dr. Paul Briscoe

Club secretary, Valley Striders

