











a new year begins, this may be

1e time to reflect on the results

f our U.S. Teams in 2011. This
was perhaps the most disappointing
year from a results perspective, as the
U.S. Adult Racquetball Team, for the
first time in history, placed second at
the Pan American Games, and the U.S.
Junior Team placed third at the IRF
Junior World Championships.

The abrupt turnaround had actually
begun to be predicted almost ten years
ago when Mexico began to dramatically
improve at Junior Worlds. It was evident
to those who observed the Mexican
program and the influx of juniors in
the lower age groups, that it was only
a matter of time until Mexico began to
make waves in the adult divisions. That
time has come and the alert for the
United States is that Mexico's recent
success shows signs of continuing. What
may surprise many is that the threat
to Mexico's dominance may not come
from the U.S. but from other countries,
especially Bolivia.

The Bolivian team has some great
junior players in their pipeline - both
male and female - and they are very
young, 18 and 19 years old. Ecuador
and Colombia are also improving and
developing some young talent and will
be a factor in future events. How could
this have happened, and how have these
countries seemingly caught up with the
U.S. in such a short time?

Some thoughts:

Long-range Planning

It hasn't been a short time - these
countries have been actively pursuing
improvement for the past 15-20 years.
They have all competed internationally
for at least this length of time and have
consistently improved over the years.

Pan American Games

The U.S. does not receive any
government funding for its Pan Am
Teams; many, if not all, of the other
countries do receive some type of
government assistance. The inclusion
of racquetball in the Pan Ams was a

tremendous boost to their racquetball
programs as the Olympic Committees
recognized the possibility of medals for
their athletes. In the 2011 Pan Ams,
all the above countries won medals -
another great boost.

Culture

Racquetball is recognized as an elite
sport in many other countries and the
accomplishments of the athletes are
highly recognized by the public, press
and the Olympic Committees. To use
Mexico as an example, Paola Longoria,
in winning three gold medals, has
achieved celebrity status in her country
equal to movie star status in the U.S.
Along with significant financial rewards,
racquetball now provides her the self-
satisfaction of accomplishment and
national recognition.

The youth in these countries are able
to identify with racquetball “stars.”
Many of these young players go directly
from school to the clubs, take lessons
from full-time teachers and coaches,
and play three to four hours each day.
Many also have a goal of someday
being on every television station and
newspaper in the country and making a
very good living as an athlete.

Development

These countries invested, and are still
investing, in knowledge. For many
years some of the best instructors in
the U.S. have traveled and taught not
only the players but also the coaches.
Even today, U.S. national instructors
such as Tom Travers, Jim Winterton
and Fran Davis travel to many of the
aforementioned countries.

Coaching and Discipline

Many countries recognize the
importance of coaching and have
invested in developing teachers and
coaches, where few U.S. clubs do. In
Mexico, for example, most clubs believe
a full-time racquetball instructor is a
must. These instructors take a great
deal of pride in the juniors they develop
and often follow their students all the
way through their adult careers.

National Subsidies

Some countries like Canada and Mexico
support their athletes on a yearly basis
by supplying them with a yearly training
subsidy. This helps reduce the financial
pressures of real life and promotes
training time, although the program
currently is struggling to produce results
in Canada.

Our U.S. culture can and should learn
from the examples of other countries’
dedication to racquetball. However, even
with all of the above factors affecting
peak performance in the U.S., we
should not lose perspective of the great
accomplishments of the athletes who
represented the U.S. at the Pan Am
Games.

All of our athletes felt this was one
of the best, if not the best racquetball
experience of their lives. The event
was outstanding in every respect and
everyone who participated will have
extraordinary pages for their racquetball
scrapbooks. From the late-night
conversations with other athletes from
many nations to walking into a stadium
of 60,000 cheering fans, our athletes
brought home stellar memories.

In addition, for many members of
the U.S. Team this was the first time
they really experienced what it was
like to represent their country in a
true international setting. Believe me,
it meant everything to our athletes.

The pride and joy on their faces as

they entered opening ceremonies was
something I'll never forget. Each athlete
left this event with a new-found pride
in their country — and we are extremely
proud of them.

Although it is great to travel and enjoy
other cultures, there is no place like
the good ol’ USA. Yes, we have many
challenges ahead if we want to compete
in the future, but there is no other place
our athletes or | would rather live and
represent.

Thanks to everyone for your support,
and a giant thank you to our athletes for
your dedication and effort!
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