DEVIZES RFC JUNIOR CHAIR’S 2025 END OF SEASON REPORT
The Colts won just under half their matches this season, which typifies the results across the rest of the Juniors but marks what has actually been a very good year on and off the pitch in so many ways.  Inevitably there have been lessons learned but with overall numbers similar to 2023/24 and a number of great opportunities ahead, the Juniors are in a strong position.  This report endeavours to focus on the key points from the season.
The success last June of the Devizes RFC Primary Schools Touch Rugby Tournament, which was re-established for the first time in many years and thoroughly enjoyed by all involved, was a great start.  The tournament this year on 9th June will be even bigger, with mixed teams drawn from the girls and boys in Years 5 and 6 taking part.  In preparation for it coaches from the Juniors, led by Andy Cook, have been warmly welcomed at primary schools in the area where they have provided up to four weeks of rugby skills training have been provided in class time.  Establishing communications with the schools though has disappointingly been really challenging, with many emails offering coaching sessions going unanswered.  Whilst with persistence engagement has usually been achieved with primary schools, the lack of responses from the secondary schools have been particularly frustrating and been a factor in a rethink about how the Juniors advertise the opportunities to play rugby at the Club.
Player numbers have been good at U6, U10, U11, U13, U15 and U16.  The previous U11 coaching team fell apart midway through the 2023/24 season with the result that most of the more experienced players moved to other clubs but the seven boys concerned this season owe a huge debt of gratitude firstly to the ever proactive Paul Harding and then to the U13 coaching team, who ‘adopted’ them into their squad where playing up a grade they have excelled.  Next season, Andy Fuller, who has been with the current U16 players since they started in the U6s, is generously taking on the seven players and others who are joining to re-establish a standalone team for that cohort.  
At the other end of the Juniors, the U6s have enjoyed a great season.  The future is looking good for them come as with coaches already established for the new U6s, U7s and U8s come September, tag rugby at the Club should be strong for the next couple of years.  Where the Juniors have struggled has been in the lower middle age grades.  The Mini’s coordinator was not able to provide the oversight and assistance needed by Team Managers.  It has subsequently transpired that this manifested itself in many ways including: incomplete registrations on GMS, a disjointed fixture programme, and a lack of basic support; fortunately, Gretchen Samuelson has since January taken on the Mini’s Coordinator role and is quickly gripping all the issues, so things are looking much better for next season.
It is worth identifying the Juniors’ appreciation to the RFU’s Steve Barber, who has not only provided a number of ‘train the trainer’ sessions for coaches but has also come to the Club at least once a month to help Junior coaching per se with an emphasis on the U14s sessions.  Continuing with the 15-a-side teams, the U15s and U16s had similar seasons to the Colts but these included some superb wins, most notably the latter in a superb evening game against a physically bigger and larger touring squad from Camborne RFC.  Despite conceding an early try, through great leadership from their senior players, adventure and teamwork, the U16s went on to achieve a spectacular win.  With a number of that squad having since played up with the Colts and similar numbers from the U18 element having acquitted themselves well with the senior teams, if the players concerned stay  with the Club there will continue a rich vein of talent in the upper reaches of the Juniors.  Notably the Dick Bull trophy this year was, for the first time, awarded to an U14s player: he was a true all-rounder and entirely espoused the spirit of rugby that the coaches spend so much time developing in our Devizes players.
The return of senior girls’ rugby to the Club on the back of the primary schools rugby tournament, followed by some public sessions held on ‘The Green’ and interest from some older girls has been a significant feature of this season.  They only played one game but thoroughly enjoyed it and from September there will be a standalone dual U11/U12 girls’ squad along with an older grouping.  Coaches and Team Managers for both have been identified, and at least one mother is going to do a forthcoming referees’ course.  Fixtures with two other clubs are being drawn up and the ‘Love Rugby’ clusters will provide still more opportunities for the girls to develop.  In July more sessions will be run on ‘The Green’ aimed once more at the younger girls, these will be followed in the school holidays by girls-only fun and fitness sessions at the Club for the older age groups and the aspiration is to use the Women’s Rugby World Cup as a further vehicle to attract players.  A social media campaign is under development to promote these activities.  
The re-establishment of good, consistent catering and the bar being open on match days has made a huge difference to Sunday mornings at the Club.  Steve Morgan’s superb work in facilitating both has greatly enhanced the ambience of the building but also drawn real appreciation from the parents and frequent envy from other clubs.  His broader activities as the facilities manager, whilst not immediately obvious to many, have also been a factor in the smooth running of the Juniors; meanwhile he has taken the lead with safeguarding issues, nurtured new team managers, and been a key part of the Junior Committee.
Looking ahead, the forementioned social media campaign will also be advertising the start of the new season.  James O’Sullivan supported by Hannah Leigh, the other key member of the strong Junior Committee not already mentioned, will be orchestrating the first few weeks.  Everything is already more or less in place for the start of the season.  A couple of coaches and team managers still need to be found but there are sufficient training aids, along with adequate stocks of shorts and socks for issue to new players and purchase by others.  Some additional match shirts will be required and managing the playing space will become increasingly challenging with no less than fourteen different age groups come September but if Cricket Two can be made more employable throughout the new season, then this pressure will be reduced.
The priorities for next season could be: tightening up on the registration of players on GMS, for which measures are already in place; the recruitment of new players into the U8-U10 age grades, which the social media campaign should help; and more social engagements off the pitch, which are being considered.  Above all else though, the Club needs to find a new Junior Chair.  
In sum overall it has been a very good season for the Juniors.  Whilst the results on the pitch have been mixed, with the vast improvements in the Clubhouse, new volunteers taking up key roles and the re-establishment of girls-only rugby it could be argued that 2024/25 has been the best for the Juniors for a while.  As always though there are lots of further exciting opportunities available come September for the Junior Committee and the new Chair, once he or she has been identified.
Chris
C E LONG
Junior Chairman (Departing)
Devizes RFC	

E-mail: ChrisLong.Rugby@outlook.com
Mobile: 07732 406574

Teamwork, Respect, Enjoyment, Discipline and Sportsmanship

