Amendment to Masters Age Groups

Over the past year I have become increasingly concerned at the vulnerability of the GBDF in relation to the conduct of Masters Competitions.  Specifically over the fact that we allowed divers as young as 15 years old to take part in weekend events, part of which includes a social event where alcohol is freely available, with no formal chaperone arrangements.
Current Good Practice states that any person who has not attained the age of 18 years must be considered a child and appropriate Child Protection Procedures adopted; this will impose yet another layer of bureaucracy upon the small group of people who organise and run Masters events.  If we are to continue to run our Junior Masters age group as 16-24yrs, we must embrace and adopt proper Child Protection Procedures, in the interests of all who compete, officiate and attend as supporters.

The social events that are a part of every Masters Weekend also provide an area of concern.  The Government is, quite rightly, doing all it can to cut down on the ‘binge drinking’ culture that threatens many of our town centres every Friday & Saturday night.  There is a perception that many public houses and off licences are selling alcohol to under age drinkers, thus fuelling this distressing situation.  I do not believe that the GBDF should be in the position of being charged with encouraging under age people to consume alcohol at social events we organise.  As a responsible diving body, we simply cannot do it, and we must be seen not to do it.

Quite separately, Tony Hunter had serious problems in organising the social event at Tunbridge Wells, because the venue, like so many nowadays, had an ‘under 21’ policy.  After much negotiation, we were able to hold the event there, only when we had assured them that we were restricting the event to over 18s only.

Prior to the Winter Masters, Tony brought this to the attention of the Board at our meeting in October as an aside comment, which precipitated discussion of the issue of Age Groups.  At this meeting, I shared my growing concerns with the Board.  This is a matter, which I would normally have brought to the members; however, I now considered it to be an urgent issue, particularly in light of the problems Tony had encountered, which highlighted elements of reputational risk that had to be addressed.
At that meeting, it was decided that we will change the 16-24 age group to 18-24.  As far as the lower end is concerned, divers must have attained the age of 18 on the day before their competition (this will allow them to take part in practice sessions on Friday).  This change to take effect from 2009.  For those who are interested, Masters swimmers, as well as other sports insist that their youngest age group is 19-24, for reasons outlined above.
I examined the age range of young divers who competed at the Winter Masters event in November; three divers were under 18 years old, but of those three, two will be 18 in 2009.  Of the divers affected by this in 2009, none of them dived in more than one Masters event in 2008.  The point of this exercise is that only a very small proportion of divers who compete in Masters events are under 18 years old.
I appreciate that some divers will be disappointed at this change, but we are doing all we can to minimise the effects:

· There will be an interim period during the whole of 2009, allowing divers who are under 18 years old to compete in Masters events, subject to the following conditions:
· The diver’s club must take full responsibility for the diver during the period of the whole event and the Club’s Welfare Officer, or other appropriate official must sign a statement to that effect.

· The diver must be properly chaperoned at all times.

· The diver will be unable to attend any social event organised by the GBDF on licensed premises, or where intoxicating liquor is available.

· Novice & Intermediate Age Groups already incorporate 16-18 year old divers.  We will amend the age groups and ensure that the dive tests for these age groups are altered to provide appropriate levels of competition for all 16-17 year old divers.
· There will be an opportunity for members to raise any comments or concerns at the AGM, which will provisionally be on 21 March 2009, in Cheltenham.  (We are just awaiting confirmation of booking before a full announcement.)

I hope you will accept that there are overpowering reasons for us to make this change and we make it with some reluctance.  I have been at pains to do all I can to ensure that divers are not excluded from competition, we wish to encourage diving, but in the appropriate environment.
Jim McNally

Chief Executive

