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President’s Report – 2002 Annual General Meeting

VAFA has had another highly successful year. After taking over as President almost 2 years ago, we now have moulded a team that is small but incredibly efficient. I have discovered that the secret is not to work harder but to surround yourself by people who make you look good! Thank you to the ‘real workers’, you know who you are…

In January, we hosted the Under-20 training camp, followed by the highly successful National Under-20 championships, with almost 140 entries and 25 teams. We followed this up with the Victoria Tournament in March, which had over 160 entries. Next season we get a rest from this competition in a year that will see our senior fencers travelling to Canberra in March for Circuit #1 [‘our’ Victoria Tournament], to Adelaide in June for the DHM [some things never change], then to Sydney for Circuit #3, and finally to Perth for the National Championships! The up-side is that we have something of a breather in terms of competition hosting [but a loss of income]. I intend to take advantage of the lull to consolidate some of the initiatives that we simply never have time to complete.

There has been a significant increase in activity among the junior fencers in both male and female epee, to some extent fuelled by the forthcoming Australian Youth Olympic Festival. The combined State/National epee training squad continues to flourish under the expert eyes and leadership of Maitre Vlad Sher, and these ‘young Turks’ are a welcome addition to the twice-weekly sessions. This build up in activity is shown in the composition of the AYOF team, which includes 12 Victorians in its complement of 18 fencers. These regular and intense training sessions continue to pay dividends, and we could do well to model the development of the other weapons on this program. 

We were fortunate to host an Olympic Solidarity Course in mid-March at the Fencing Factory. There were numerous interstate and international participants among the approximately 20 coaches who benefited from this course. They took their newly acquired skills back to NSW, Western Australia, Queensland, South Australia, the ACT, in addition to New Zealand and further afield. Our ability to host such courses highlights the incredible usefulness of the joint venture National and State High Performance Centre. Hearing the praises of the Technical Director of the FIE makes me recognise that Australian fencing has added international credibility through our High Performance Centre.

We have once again provided a significant share of the Australian World Championships representatives. Although Catherine Mackay was our sole representative at the World Junior and Cadet Championships this year, two thirds of the senior team came from Victoria. The Commonwealth Fencing Championships starts in Newcastle next week, and we congratulate the ten fencers from Victoria qualified for the team. Particular congratulations go to Alex Carroll and Catherine Mackay, two of our young fencers making their senior representative debut in style.

We also salute those fencers who won titles around Australia in 2002. Our reigning National Champions are Victor Lewith (epee), Marie Anne Davies (foil), Catherine Mackay (both junior & cadet epee), Alex Carroll (junior sabre & cadet foil), and William Dolley (schools foil). In addition, Seamus Robinson, Victor Lewith, Evelyn Halls (3 titles) and Haluk Yeter (veterans) took out AFF epee titles. 

However, it’s the strength of our ‘social fencing’ that would probably surprise the other states. Our annual Melbourne Fencing Club – VRI Dinner now attracts fencers from other clubs, and is rapidly becoming the VAFA Gala Dinner. It’s nice to see all those fencers and their parents all decked out in their finery. VAFA has been inspired by the success of this event, and has plans for its own end of year function!

I acknowledge the support that we get, not only from Sport and Recreation Victoria, Vic Health and other agencies, but also from the parents, friends, coaches and officials. Victoria is actually a fun place to fence these days. Now if I can find a way to convince these parents that they desperately want to get involved in fencing administration…

Like sporting organisations all over Australia, we held our collective breath when the insurance crisis threatened to send the sporting world into a catastrophic nosedive. I am please to report that we appear to have survived the worst of it, and if anything, the increased requirement for safety awareness and strategic planning to minimise risks of accident has made the sport safer still. Admittedly, the cost of fencing will increase in 2003 to cover the increased premiums, but that’s a small price to pay for the continued intensive activity that we enjoy. Now we just have to write our Risk Management Policy [any volunteers?]

Pieter Leeuwenburgh, our State Development Officers continues to have a huge impact on the development of our sport in Victoria, overseeing the program that involves ~2000 students being exposed to our sport in Victoria every year. He has also been instrumental in our continued success in being awarded government grants – the comment we always hear from the State funding agencies is that they perceive the money they give us is efficiently administered and well-spent. This year, we succeeded in getting a grant for a major ‘administrative governance overhaul’ that should see our operations becoming more efficient in 2003 and beyond. We also have netted a grant which subsidises the purchase of safety equipment [jackets masks etc] for clubs and coaches throughout the state, raising the standards of safety. Neil Hick’s “Geelong Outpost” once more received support through the Country Action Grants Scheme.

Lisa took over as tournament secretary, and our extensive tournament program ran smoothly, with Lisa taking the entire operation smoothly and efficiently in her stride. She has also managed to pull together documents on how to DT competitions, and on clothing requirements for competitions [which in the current liability climate is more important than you can imagine]. She also oversaw the input into a restructured competition programme, managing a fine balancing job to satisfy everybody, and yet she still managed to get the timetable produced before the end of the year. As if that wasn’t enough, she keeps the website updated with breathtaking efficiency. The turnaround time for notices appearing there is less than 24 hours – forget looking on the AFF website, you can find it sooner of the VAFA one! It’s clean, efficient and easy to navigate. In between times she also put together an information sheet for what is involved in keeping the website updated. While we talk about maintaining our ‘corporate memory’ she’s out there doing it. Lisa you’re fantastic [she has a rather wry sense of humour too!]

You will all have had two copies of Around the Bouts delivered to your doorstep [unless you aren’t affiliated!] – I believe that our newsletter is in great hands, and I want to acknowledge Joan Bosch and Beryl Hague for the quietly efficient job they have done in resurrecting it. I have also communicated via email [balancing the need for information transfer against the danger of email bombardment] to keep fencers informed of upcoming events. I have had 3 “thankyous” and 100 bounced emails – keep your mailbox EMPTY, and when your address changes – TELL US – funny thing about email – it can’t find its own way.

I’d like to thank the other members of the team for all their help – Leone [fount of much wisdom and timely reminders], Derek [how I love turning up to the Fencing Factory and not having to take my tools!!!], Elli [a source of energy, enthusiasm and new ideas], and Nick [I kind of miss staying up doing the books at 3 a.m.].

There are also the people who turn up and run competitions, referee, lend their support, represent us at meetings of other organisations, coach, run canteens, or simply turn up to watch. You’re all an integral part of our weird and wonderful fencing ‘family’. Stick with it. Perhaps you could volunteer to so some small task to make life easier for all of us. It doesn’t have to be a big task – come to a council meeting, offer your help, I promise not to overwork you.

The VAFA executive does not ‘own’ fencing in this State, and contrary to popular belief, we do listen – the trouble is that most of the time all we hear is a deafening silence. We want your input, and your feedback.
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