Regional Ability Counts Competition and Player Eligibility

1. Purpose

The purpose of this paper is to inform the Disability Working Group of the suggested pilot programme for season 04/05 and eligibility criteria.  This document has been produced using the research from John Moores University as the basis for its suggestions and the eligibility criteria suggested in this document.

It is important to work within existing league structures for the pilot programme, and any systems they have in place.  At the end of the season an evaluation period should ensue before we embark on a full regional programme.

The pilot schemes for this season should cover the following regions:

· London and the South East

· North West

· South West

· Yorkshire (through Northern Alliance)

2. Suggested player classification system

In the research completed by John Moores University it is recommended that the sport-specific (functional) system be used to help classify potential players within any classification system.  There are many advantages of such a system; the key ones are highlighted below to support the recommendation.
Some people believe that sport-specific systems are fairer, because actual sports skills, or ability to perform sports skills represent the basis of classification. Many believe that different classification systems are needed for different sports (e.g., arm-dependent field events, may require different classifications than leg-dependent events on the track). Another potential advantage of sport specific classification is that it can tend to result in fewer classifications. This issue was considered extensively within this research and it is recommended that a separate structure for classification, solely for pan-disability football be established.

It must be acknowledged however that most sport-specific systems include athletes from a variety of disability populations (e.g., the swimming classification system has been developed to accommodate swimmers with physical, vision, learning, and hearing impairments). This in itself creates further problems as it is difficult to classify athletes with such varying abilities, and whilst classification is supposed to be based on the participants abilities, rather than training variables, individuals are often concerned about the possibility that training harder and getting better coaching might result in a higher classification. This can be counteracted by the need to adequately train classifiers to have gained particular expertise and training in this field. The training and support of these classifiers is the key to this classification system working properly, and so it is recommended that the identification, training and support of these people be implemented as soon as a structure is agreed.

3. Issues in establishing a player classification system for pan-disability football

Players, coaches, officials, and classifiers have engaged in considerable debate about the efficacy of the classification systems currently used in International competitions. Some common and emerging themes that have arisen from the research have related to consideration of factors such as eligibility to compete, fairness of the classification system, measurement issues, qualifications, training and expertise of classifiers, and the expense of classification. The information below raises some of the issues that need further consideration and recommendations are as follows:

Eligibility to compete

(a) There will inevitably be players with disabilities that do not have the football ability to play within competitive structures; as in mainstream football, not everyone is able to play for a team. A minimum acceptable level of ability for pan-disability competitive football must be determined. This must not and should not hinder the right of persons with severe disabilities to compete. Players who do not have the ability to compete must still be provided with the recreational opportunities to play within other football initiatives, thus developing their skills and providing them with future competitive aspirations. 

(b) Only players who have a disability (based on the definition given) should be allowed to compete in the structure. It was widely agreed that non-disabled players should not be admitted.  The FA suggest use of the DDA definition of disability:

· A mental or physical impairment, which has substantial and long term adverse effect on his/her ability to carry out normal day to day activities

· Substantiated – more that minor or trivial

· Long-term – has lasted or is likely to last 12 months or more, or the rest of an individual’s life (if terminally ill)

· This definition covers hidden impairments such as mental illness or mental health problems and learning disabilities.

Whilst every effort has been made to avoid stereotypical medical classification models, to some extent in order to define boundaries of eligibility it will be necessary to accept that competitors have impairments that impact upon their participation in mainstream football. Consequently in order to establish fair systems of involvement, issues of disabilities must be taken into consideration. This does not diminish the value of the social model of disability, but recognises the need to group people according to ability, for which an individual’s specific impairment may be a contributory factor. For example in athletics male and females compete according to ability, which to some extent is influenced by gender.

Fairness of the classification system

Fairness of the classification system will result from coaches, players and managers “buying” into and applying the rationale of the system. The policing, monitoring and evaluation system, along with the registration system, will assist in the proposed system being deemed fair.

Measurement and participation within a pan-disability competitive football structure

Within the proposed structure, each player would have to produce evidence of his or her disability on registration to the ‘league membership secretary’. Following approval, each footballer would then receive a membership card with their classification confirmed. They must then keep the membership card for the duration of the season. This card would be subject to checking and/or scrutiny by the league either when a problem is identified, or another individual or team challenged the classification. It is recommended that players with the following disabilities would be eligible to participate and compete within the proposed pan disability football league structure:

Any player who is in receipt of financial support, for example Disability Living Allowance, Incapacity Benefit, Incapacity Benefit Youth, Disabled Persons Tax Credit or any other recognised benefit to which they are entitled as a result of disability and are eligible to play within the constraints established below:

1. 
Blind / Visual Impairment


This refers to players with any condition that interferes with 'normal' vision, and complies within the British Blind Sports Association category below.

· British Blind Sports Association categorisation for Partial sighted -
Visual acuity up to 20/200 and/or a visual field of less than 20 degrees and more than 5 degrees in the best eye with the best practical eye correction

· Players must have partial vision, as it is suggested that a bell ball is not used for the purpose of pan-disability football.  A letter of proof from a doctor or optician will be required at registration.


2. 
Deaf / Hearing or Balance Impairment 

This refers to players with any condition that interferes with ‘normal’ hearing within the criteria indicated below: In addition there are many ear disorders that affect balance that would qualify: 

Disability Sport England Categorisation for Deaf / Hearing impaired – 

A loss of hearing of 50 decibels in the better ear at three frequencies 500Hz, 1000Hz, 2000Hz. A letter of proof from a doctor or audiologist will be required at registration.

3. 
Learning Disabilities

This refers to players who attend special school or receive supported education.  In addition, in line with INAS any player with an IQ of 70 or below on a standardised measure of intelligence as defined by the European Association of Mental Retardation is also eligible. A letter or educational report from the school or proof of IQ will be required at registration. In addition, as many children and adults are now accessing mainstream and inclusive settings, previous special educational provision may be problematic to determine. Consequently, these players will be asked to supply additional evidence from doctors, caseworkers, or schools.  It is suggested that their learning disabilities must be a prohibiting factor preventing them from participating in mainstream football. 

4. 
Missing or shortened limbs, either Congenital or through Amputation

Upper Limb 

This refers to players with any loss of an upper limb at the wrist joint or above as this significantly impairs their balance and motion.

Lower Limb

This refers to players with any loss of a lower limb.  The minimum loss must involve at least three digits or 20% of the whole foot as this significantly impairs their balance, motion or control.  

· Any player with profound restriction or loss of use of a limb, which significantly impairs their balance, motion or control, would be eligible. Any limb restrictions will require the player to be assessed by their team manager, and then supply evidence from doctors or specialists.  Any player wishing to play with their prosthesis on will have to comply with FA regulations. 

5. 
Players with Cerebral Palsy
These are players with a disorder of movement and posture due to damage to an area, or areas, of the brain that control and coordinate muscle tone, reflexes, posture and movement.  These players will be asked to supply proof from their doctor at registration.

6. 
Physical impairment caused by injury or disease

· Musculoskeletal i.e. impairment of bones and joints

· Cardiovascular i.e. heart

· Respiratory i.e. lungs

This refers to ambulant players who have a permanent physical impairment caused by injury or disease predominately affecting one area of the body. These players will be asked to supply additional evidence from doctors, case workers etc and fill in a questionnaire. 

7. 
Other impairments / disabilities not covered above

This includes all players that do not fit into the above classification systems, but still consider themselves to have an impairment or disability e.g. dwarfism. These players will be assessed individually and will be asked to supply evidence from doctors, case workers etc and fill in a questionnaire. 

(The above criteria numbered 1 to 7 have been adapted from the National Multidisabled Football League’s categorisation and classification document.)

4.   Proposed Playing Classification System

It is important that any system addresses issues of fairness and the ability of the players.  Therefore, the FA are suggesting a three level-tiered system, covering a pathway from recreational opportunities through to participation in national squads.  The proposed levels are as follows:

Premiership Level – 11 or 7 a side players able to cope physically, good levels of spatial awareness, excellent ability to understand tactics and physical strength.

Championship Level – 7 or 5 a side, players would be mobile, have spatial and tactical awareness, knowledge of the laws of the game and have a good level of fitness.

League Level – indoor 5 a side, players would have limited mobility, spatial awareness and fitness.

For the pilot programme it may be necessary for leagues to have a period of non-competitive grading matches / festivals to ensure teams are put into the appropriate ability group.

National league structure

It was a remit of the study to ascertain the feasibility of a national league structure for pan-disability football.  Responses suggest that a national league is a long way off and that regional structures need to be established first.  Findings from the responses to the questionnaire indicated that only 25% of respondents considered a national structure should be provided.  

As there was a consensus regarding a national league structure, the formation of a regional league structure is recommended. This would lead to a ‘national cup’ type competition for the regional winners.  This was considered the most viable option in relation to constraints such as finance and transport.  It would also allow for the creation and development of better opportunities at levels from ‘grass roots’ upwards by lowering barriers to entering and remaining in a pan disability football competition.

From the formation of this infrastructure, a natural progression would be for the ‘winners’ of each region to form the ‘National’ league until eventually a similar league as the mainstream structure exists for pan-disability football.  It is expected that a comprehensive development plan be written and circulated, determining roles and responsibilities, funding implications, partners for delivery, performance indicators and accountability structures for all involved. This will ensure that existing structures and leagues are involved in the development, ensuring that players with disabilities are at the heart of this new structure.  A timeline of three years for moving from regional to national leagues is suggested.

Management structures of the proposed Regional Pan Disability Leagues

It is proposed that this league structure supplements existing opportunities rather than replacing them.  The structure should offer solutions to the following concerns that have all been highlighted by the research as important but difficult issues:

· A lack of similar clubs to play against

· Differing abilities of players

· A lack of support for disability football

The research identified three main barriers to providing pan disability competitive opportunities: appropriate competition; travel; and finance. By adopting the recommendations above two of these should be removed or greatly reduced.  The introduction of Regional Pan Disability Leagues should decrease travel time and costs.  It is recognised that where, because of the size of some regions this may still be a problem a neutral central venue could be used.  The third barrier is finance; through the pilot leagues it is of paramount importance each club is encouraged to submit a Football Foundation application.

The following is the suggested structure for the Regional Pan Disability Football Leagues. It is recommended that the proposed structure align with recognised FA regional structures and those set down by such agencies as Sport England & EFDS, as well as aligning with Governmental Regional Networks.

It is vital County FA’s or best provider play a large part in the organisation of these regional leagues. In view of The FA disability football strategy and the expanded brief of the County FA’s in terms of disability and coaching centres, it is suggested the County FA’s be an integral driving force and coordinating tool for the formation of these leagues.  This is set out below in table 2 and figure 4.

Figure 4: Map identifying proposed regional divisions of pan disability football structure

	Region
	County FA
	No.
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A – North East
	Durham FA, Northumberland FA
	2

	B – Yorkshire
	East Riding FA, North Riding FA, West Riding FA, Sheffield & Hallamshire FA
	4

	C – North West
	Cheshire FA, Cumberland FA, Isle of Man FA, Lancashire FA, Liverpool FA, Manchester FA, Westmorland FA
	7

	D – West Midlands
	Birmingham FA, Herefordshire FA, Shropshire FA, Staffordshire FA, Worcestershire FA,
	5

	E – East Midlands
	Derbyshire FA, Leicestershire & Rutland FA, Lincolnshire FA, Northamptonshire FA, Nottinghamshire FA
	5

	F – East
	Cambridgeshire FA, Huntingdonshire FA, Essex FA, Bedfordshire FA, Norfolk FA, Hertfordshire FA, Suffolk FA
	7

	G – London
	London FA, Middlesex FA
	2

	H – South East
	Berks & Bucks FA, Hampshire FA, Kent FA, Oxfordshire FA, Surrey FA, Sussex FA,
	7

	I – South West
	Cornwall FA, Guernsey FA, Gloucestershire FA, Devon FA, Jersey FA, Somerset FA, Wiltshire FA, Dorset FA,
	7


Table 2: Proposed allocation of county FAs into regions

Table 2 shows how the 45 County FAs would fit within the different regions.  It is suggested that the FA Regional Development Managers, County FAs, EFDS and existing competitive teams work together to start this process.  Following this County FA structure, should also allow appropriate existing leagues and competitions to be amalgamated into the regional structure and expand their playing base.

Each region will have a league management group, who would be responsible for:

· Setting the membership of the group (see below for suggested group membership)

· Agreeing the terms of reference

· Setting up the league structure within the national framework

· Managing, co-ordinating and administrating the league

· Disciplinary issues, including policing and evaluating classifications, code of conduct issues, complaints and appeals.

The suggested make up of this group to include:

· FA regional development manager

· Representatives from each County FA in that region

· A representative sample of clubs 

· A representative sample of players 

To account for regional variations, some flexibility must be built into the proposed structure to enable it to work. For the first year it is suggested that the leagues run on the following basis:

· County FA’s to liase with clubs.  Decisions about who can join the leagues are made by the county FA’s

· Each County FA to propose a minimum of one team and a maximum of 3 teams at each level from their area to go into the Regional League. In regions where there are only a small number of County FA’s this minimum requirement would have to be open to interpretation.

· The season to run September to April with the National finals being held in May

· For Premiership teams to play all other teams in both home and away fixtures.  (If necessary though to reduce travel costs and times neutral central venues can be used.)

· For Championship, because of the suggested length of fixtures it is recommended that central venue festivals or leagues be used. 

· A fixed agreed timetable to be published before the start of the season.

· For league teams, regular central venue festivals.

Due to the complexities of pan disability football and to fit in with the proposed classification system, it is suggested that each region will have 3 different leagues to match the different levels of disability classification.

League – Indoor 5-a-side

10 minutes each way

Championship – 7-a-side

30 minutes each way

Premiership – 11 or 7-a-side 

45 minutes each way/30 minutes each way

Each league should match mainstream football as closely as possible and therefore in order to do this the league would run under the same points system:

Win 
3 points

Draw
1 point


Loss
0 points

Once all regional leagues are established, the winners of each regional league will be invited to the National finals to be held at the end of the season. It is proposed that this takes place at a central venue over a weekend. 

