Open Letter to the USAPA Board 



May 9, 2018

Question: The USAPA recently announced that at Nationals X, the competition format for ages 50+ will be in 10 year increments instead of 5 years. How will this decision by the National Competition Committee and the USAPA impact the growth of pickleball recreationally and competitively and how did we get here?
Background:  

· USAPA was established in 2005 to perpetuate the growth/advancement of pickleball on a national level.  The first official rulebook of the USAPA was adopted shortly thereafter.  The first National Open Pickleball Competition was held in 2009 in Surprise, AZ. 

· In 2010, a committee was formed to organize the International Federation of Pickleball (IFP). The IFP was officially established in 2015 with a goal to introduce pickleball to all nations and ultimately achieve official recognition by the International Olympic Committee (IOC) in order to establish pickleball as an Olympic sport.  Initially, the majority of the IFP officers were also USAPA Board Members or had served on the Board.  
· The current 2018 USAPA and IFP Rulebook governs all of pickleball,  but it makes no reference to how tournaments are organized by age groupings.  However, since its inception the “core competitive element” of the USAPA has always been 5 year age competition in the over 50+ age groupings.  These five (5) year age groupings have also been the standard practice of the following organizations:  National Congress of State Games (NCSG); National Senior Games Association (NSGA); Huntsman World Games; Minto US Open Pickleball Championships; and many recently held international competitions such as the Spanish Open/Bainbridge Cup.  Additionally, all other sports (tennis, badminton, table tennis, racquetball, track and field and swimming to name a few) compete in 5 year age increments at the national and international levels.  
· Around 2015, many senior players realized that as we get older – age does matter.  While 5 year increments were the appropriate age breakout for competing, a group of players advocated to USAPA to add skill levels to the mix.  At that time, the USAPA was reluctant to change the competitive model of 5 years.  

· As a result, in November 2016, the Super Senior International Pickleball Association (SSIPA) was formed to meet the needs of seniors who still wanted to compete but on a level playing field of skill and age (age 60 to 80+ in 5 year increments and skill levels 3.0 to 5.0).  Tournament Guidelines were established and membership opened in January 2017.  Nine Tournament Directors committed to follow these guidelines and the 2017 SSIPA Tournament Circuit  of 9 tournaments was created.  Not wanting to compete against the USAPA, SSIPA guidelines mandated that all SSIPA tournaments would be USAPA sanctioned, which requires USAPA membership.  Subsequently, the National Competition Committee of the USAPA changed the format for the 2017 Nationals IX to skill and age in all age groups and specifically kept the 5 year increment for ages 50+.
· Also in 2017, SSIPA and the USAPA signed a strategic affiliation recognizing the benefit of 5 year age and skill formats for players over 60+.  The pickleball community also recognized this movement by supporting the SSIPA tournament guidelines. The 2018 SSIPA Tournament Circuit was announced with 40 Tournament Directors committing to either run stand alone SSIPA tournaments for age 60+ or embedding this format in an all age tournament. 
· In 2018, USAPA further committed to the 5 year age and skill format by adopting this format for all Regional Tournaments and approved them as SSIPA Circuit Events.  Since January of 2017, SSIPA annual membership has grown from zero to over 1200 members, and to date over 4000 seniors have competed in SSIPA events as either an annual member or temporary member and USAPA membership has increased.  It appeared that everything was moving smoothly toward Nationals X at the Indian Wells Tennis Garden with 40 pickleball courts.
Current Issue:  On April 1, 2018, the USAPA announces that Nationals X will be held at the world class Indian Wells Tennis Garden and that ages 50+ will now compete in 10 year skill/age divisions.  This decision completely contradicted their previous decisions in 2017.  
The rationale for this decision for Nationals X  has not been officially shared on the USAPA web page or in USAPA communications. This decision just leaves us with too many questions about what USAPA envisions about the growth and direction of pickleball.

1. USAPA membership appreciates and understands the many issues surrounding planning and executing a successful National tournament venue.  We understand the challenges of finding venues that can host a National level tournament from year to year. Many however, are concerned about the future impact of this decision. Many think the decision is short sighted and may correct a problem this year but what is the long term plan for a National Tournament format?   
2. What is the driving motivation for this decision? It sure doesn’t build on the past USAPA direction and actions of the past few years.

3. If the age format is changed for 2018 USAPA Nationals, this would be the third format change in as many years.  What will the format be in 2019?  If you get more courts will you go back to 5 year age/skill starting with age 50?

4. What will be the impact of this format change on other pickleball organizations (NCSG, NSGA, Huntsman)?  Will they also follow the USAPA lead and put their seniors at a competitive disadvantage?

5. Why does the format for seniors have to change to accommodate Nationals X?  Why penalize one age group that basically help build and promote pickleball to where it is today?

6. What other options were explored to make the 2017 Nationals format fit into the 2018 venue?

7. As it currently stands, all the Nationals Open and Senior Open events basically cater to the 5.0 level players, while penalizing the 50+ senior athletes.  Why not limit these Open events to the top 24 qualifiers instead of the massive draws of over 40 teams?  A 5.0 level player can come to Nationals and compete in 6 events.  Most seniors are happy to just compete in 2 or 3 events. But they want to do it in an appropriate age category of 5 years – not the 10 year age disadvantage.  

8. Within the USAPA there are 428 men players ranked as 5.0 and 229 women ranked as 5.0.  This group of individuals are getting a disproportionate share of playing time at Nationals.  Fun to watch but not at the expense of seniors.

9. Everyone under the age of 50 can compete in a format with playing partners all year and select the same partners for Nationals. Over age 50 players are disadvantaged by having to qualify in a Regional playing in a 5 year format and play at Nationals X in a 10 year format?  There is no consistency and this is basically age discrimination.

10. This 10 year age decision seemed to come out of the blue with little or no input from the USAPA membership.   While there is not direct feedback from the 17,000 USAPA membership, the recent SSIPA survey of it’s 1200+ competitive playing members may help.  To date 685 (57%) of the membership have responded. 

· Q7 – 60% indicated that they had renewed or joined the USAPA in order to play in a SSIPA circuit event.

· Q10 – Will you play in USAPA Nationals in 2018?    Yes- 31.36%    No- 68.79%

· Q11 – Do you prefer the 5 year or 10 year age groups for player 60+ at USAPA Nationals?  5 Year – 93.68%     10 Year – 6.62%

· Q12 – Will the 10 year age groups cause you to skip USAPA Nationals?         Yes – 35.84%     No – 64.45%
Recommendation: 

1. USAPA Board should re-evaluate the recent decision for 10 year 50+ age formats at Nationals X.

2. USAPA and National Competition Committee should go back to the drawing board and reduce some formats to allow 50+ players to compete in a 5 year format. Suggest you look at the draw sizes of all the open and senior open category events to reduce the size of these mega draws and ultimately have more room for age/skill senior events.  
3. Communicate the plan. Does the USAPA have a 5 and 10 year strategic long range competition plan?  If USAPA wants to be recognized as the organizing body, they need to be firm and committed to it’s structure and competitive format now and in the future.  If the 10 year plan is the wave of the future for pickleball – then tell the membership.  If the 10 year plan is just a temporary fix for Nationals X, then go back to #2 above and find a different fix for whatever the problem is this year.  Do not put seniors at a competitive disadvantage and ruin their experience at Nationals X this year.  Either fix it or find another band-aid that equally shares the burden of too many matches.  Don’t make the seniors carry all the load.
4. Nationals should be a venue to showcase all ages equally. This will not happen with the 10 year format.  Reinstate the 5 year age/skill format for ages 50+ for Nationals X in 2018.
5. Finally, share the strategic plan of the USAPA and IFP with the membership.
Submitted by a concerned USAPA member reflecting about communications and the direction the USAPA is headed. 

Marc Rinehart

USAPA Ambassador

