
51Swimming TimesJuly 201350 Swimming Times July 2013

Water polo

While Britain’s female water polo players will receive
a record £4.5m in Lottery funding in the run-up to
Rio, their unfunded male counterparts are facing up
to life on a shoestring budget. Roger Guttridge talks
to the men charged with managing these
contrasting situations

>
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he man charged with
leading the British
women’s water polo
team into their
second Olympic
Games is predicting a
bright and

progressive future for the squad.
Graeme Thompson, who became
national performance director at the
beginning of April, believes the British
Gas GBR girls have already made huge
strides on the international stage – but
that the best is yet to come.
The former performance director

for the Rugby Football League told
Swimming Times: ‘There has been
significant progress [for the women’s
team]. They have made inroads into
making themselves internationally
competitive. OK, they didn’t win any
games in London but they made
progress. I think they will continue to
be pioneers – and to go to places where
the women haven’t been before.’
The prospect of going places has

been significantly boosted by UK
Sport’s decision to award £4.5m in
Lottery funding to the women’s
programme in the run-up to Rio
compared to £2.9m that was shared
with the men for the London 2012
cycle. Thompson says this increase is a
tribute in itself, especially given that a
number of other sports – and men’s
water polo, of course – failed to
persuade UK Sport to invest in them. 
‘I think it gives them a licence to

continue this journey of progress and
pioneering,’ he said. ‘It’s a big uplift
from the last time but then again we
need it all. 
‘The women’s senior programme is

the priority but, underneath that, the
under 17s, under 19s, under 20s for
world championships come under my
remit as well. Talent money is
underneath that again. Talent money
comes from Sport England into the
England programme. But we have to
make all the funding go as far as
possible. There is more hard work
required.’

‘Strongly driven’
Thompson, whose brief as
performance advisor for UK Sport
from 2010-12 included water polo, is
already impressed by the GB squad’s
dedication. ‘This is a group of women
who are strongly driven,’ he said. 
‘They push themselves very hard.

They are very dedicated and have
made significant sacrifices to be where
they are. For example, one girl of our
squad could have gone to Oxford or
Cambridge but chose to go to
Manchester because she simply
wanted to play water polo.

‘For all the systems and structures,
we need people who want it and who
want to make the sacrifices. I admire
the girls for what they have done 
and we are going to need more of 
that spirit.’

Head coach 
Two of Thompson’s early decisions
centre on the appointment of a new
head coach and the future of the
Manchester High Performance centre
and the eight players now based in
Spain, France, Germany and Hungary. 
The experienced Paul Metz, who

coached the GBR men’s team through
their recent European qualifying
tournament, will now lead the women’s
team into the FINA World
Championships in Barcelona in late
July and early August.
‘Paul is our interim head coach,’ said

Thompson. ‘He’s been involved with GB
coach development for the last 18
months and has had a good impact in
the few weeks he has been with us. 
‘He has coached the Dutch women in

the past, of course. He is thoroughly
enjoying himself. He wants to help all
the players in any way he can and they
can learn a lot from that. 
‘Paul is very helpful to me because

water polo is not my sporting
background so he is putting me in
contact with relevant persons around
the world to develop a network for
future use. But he has ruled himself
out of the job long-term and sees
himself returning to his business.’
Metz’s advice includes how to

appoint a new head coach. ‘We are
advertising the post but we are also
having informal discussions and
talking to people as to who might be
interested,’ said Thompson. ‘I think this
is a really good opportunity for
individual coaches. We have earned
respect in the water polo world for the
last few years. We are attractive to
some good coaches out there. We had
some applications straight away, which
is encouraging. The longer term head
coach hopefully will be in place by
September.’

Greater challenge 
A greater challenge may be to
persuade Britain’s Barcelona trio -
Chloe Wilcox, Frankie Snell and Ciara
Gibson-Byrne - that they’d be better off
swapping 1pm ‘morning’ training in a
beachside pool on the Costa Brava for
a 7am start in sunny Manchester. 
‘The primary aim is to make them

better players going forward to Rio,’
said Thompson. ‘We will be moving
towards having senior players out with
clubs. The girls are playing far more
regularly. Those in Spain are playing
alongside the Olympic silver medallists. 
‘I think there are benefits in that. And

the girls in Nice train every second
week with some very good players in
Italy. I think it’s been a benefit for the
girls and we can get one more year of
doing that – one more season. I want to
build a relationship with these clubs –
to discuss the players and maybe do
some specific extra training. 
‘I think working in partnership with

them would be helpful. I want to talk
about training camps. I want to build in
two or three camps so we have some
time with the girls as well. Maybe we
can have one or two GB camps before
the end of the year.
‘But there are benefits to

centralisation and after two years of
this, I think we will be centralised. That
will enable us to work on how we play
as a team and to work on team unity. 
‘So one more season – 2013-14 and

after that it will be centralised. In
September 2014, we would be looking
to play in a foreign domestic league.
Playing in the Hungarian League in the
run-up to the London Olympics was a
great benefit to them.’ 
One factor in this centralisation plan

is Manchester City Council’s proposal
to build a water polo-friendly pool.
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‘This is a group of
women who are
strongly driven. They
push themselves very
hard. They are very
dedicated and have
made significant
sacrifices to be where
they are’

This pic: a Liverpool
player shapes to
shoot as they take on
Manchester in the
junior girls’ final at
the 2013 British Gas
national age groups;
previous pages (left):
Britain’s Frankie Snell
in Olympic action;
(right): Rob Parker at
the London 2012
Olympic Games

Graeme Thompson
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Eyes on the ball: action
from the 2013 British
women’s champs third
place play-off between
Otter and Coventry

‘We are on the up. The
funding helps. But we
are respected around
the world. People are
laying a strong
foundation here’

‘BRAVE MOVE BUT THEY’RE
UP FOR THE CHALLENGE’

Currently the sport is split between
two sites in the city – Manchester
Aquatics Centre and Miles Platting. ‘We
are speaking to the council about a
potential new facility in the Beswick
area of Manchester,’ said Thompson. 
‘That might be operational by next

year. It would be a water polo specific
type pool. We are looking at having
cameras for filming. We would also be
rubbing shoulders with British Cycling
and Taekwondo out at Sport City.’

Major test 
Meanwhile the world championships in
late July and early August provide the
national team with their first major
international test since they made
their Olympic debut in London. With all
the European club seasons finishing by
early June, the girls can enjoy six or
seven weeks of preparation for
Barcelona. They have accepted an
invitation to play in a preparation
tournament in Hungary against the
host nation, Holland and Russia and
have also organised a practice with
Australia and Brazil before the serious
action begins in Barcelona, where their
group opponents include Olympic
champions the USA.
‘We are accepted in the water polo

world as a more than competitive
force,’ says Thompson. ‘We are on the
up. The funding helps. But we are
respected around the world. People
are laying a strong foundation here.

You can tap into a lot of knowledge
banks.
‘The world championships is where

we need to be and I am pleased we are
out there and also the under 20s later
in the summer in Greece. We need to
be playing against the best teams. It’s a
different format this year. You play in a
group of four and that decides where
you enter the last 16 draw. From there
it’s a straight knock-out.
‘The USA will be a terrific match.

Canada are pushing the US very hard
and are making a big push. Greece will
be very interesting. All these teams are
at different periods of their
development as well. We believe the
USA may have had quite a lot of
turnover so we have to factor that in.’
The NPD is keen to get more

international competition for both the
women’s and men’s teams. ‘We have
some committed and talented players
but they need to be exposed to more
and more international competition. 
‘That’s what will really help us.

Russia used to beat us [the women’s
team] fairly convincingly six years ago
but since then we have lost by a single
goal three times. We need to be getting
more wins against significant nations.’
Entry to the women’s World League

is already being considered for next
year. ‘That’s something we need to
access at an appropriate level. We
would enter the World League and go
wherever the competition takes us.’

Younger players  
Thompson also sees the development
of younger players as a high priority.
‘We have a fairly high retention rate so
that’s healthy. With our girls making it
to the under 20 world championships,
we have a pipe-line. The ultimate
pressure to get better comes from
pressure within your own pathway –
peer pressure. We have some of that
and we want to increase it over the
next three or four years.
‘I am confident that that pressure

from the youngsters coming through
will have a beneficial effect on those
already in the team. We have to keep
working really hard on both the
development of talent and the top of
the pyramid. The senior ones have still
got a lot of growth in them.’
He has also had dialogue with those

running the ASA Beacon programmes,
which also feature talent development.
‘Although my priority is absolutely

the women, I want to understand all
the other aspects, including youth
development and the men’s
programme. I will have a strategic
relationship with the men. I will be in
contact with them but they will make
their own decisions. But we will try to
have some common policies. 
‘Where there is funding to be

contributed to a team to go and
compete, that comes under the men’s
steering group. There is a relationship
there but that’s their jurisdiction.’

ritish Swimming
chief executive David
Sparkes described it
as a ‘brave decision’.
And no-one is
arguing. But from
the moment in

December when UK Sport confirmed
that British men’s water polo would
receive precisely nothing in Lottery
funding over the next Olympic cycle,
there weren’t too many options. 
Just two, according to His Honour

Judge Alan Booth, a judge on the
Northern Circuit, who is chairing the
group charged with keeping men’s
water polo on the rails. ‘We either shut
it down completely and don’t have a
men’s team – therefore it’s dead in the
water,’ he says. ‘It’s been done in the
past. There wasn’t a Great Britain team
when it was announced that we were
getting the Olympics. It had been
closed down after the [2002]
Commonwealth Games. The
alternative was to look for some other
way of doing it. There are no paid staff
to run it so we have to look to
volunteers.’
The latter option was the one

chosen and the result is the recently
formed Great Britain Men’s Water Polo
Management Group. But Booth, a
former track and field athlete whose
son Charles has been a GB
international water polo player, insists
this is not a return to the days of
administration by committee. ‘It’s not
intended to be a return to the
administration by committee of years
ago,’ he says. ‘What I have tried to do in
putting this group together is use
members of the Olympic team – I want
their energy and ambition to drive the
sport forward. If they haven’t got the
courage and the drive to do it, we are
not going to make a lot of progress.’

Working well 
As well as Booth himself, the
committee comprises two newly-
retired members of the London 2012
Olympic team, Craig Figes and Adam
Scholefield; Portobello coach Alan
Anderson, also a former GB
international; and City of Manchester
head coach and former GB
goalkeeping coach Theo Nousios. 
‘It’s working well,’ says the chairman.

‘We meet every fortnight by telephone.

We are regularly in touch by email. I’m
very pleased with the way it’s working.
I’m hoping we will get a lot of people
volunteering to help us and I’m hoping
we will be able to delegate a lot of work
to people who can help us with specific
projects. We would like the water polo
community in its widest sense to feel
part of this.’

Financial challenge 
Perhaps the biggest challenge faced
by the group is financial. ‘The girls are
getting all the Lottery money. We are
getting money from British Swimming,
the ASA and British Gas. It’s a bedrock. 
Out of our money, we have to fund

the senior men’s team in totality –
training camps, coach, team manager,
travel, competition entry, air fares –
the lot. The air fares to Georgia to
compete in the first round of the
European qualifiers were over £800 a
shot and we took 17 people. As well as
that we have to fund the under 19s and
under 17s when they play abroad.
‘At the moment, their parents have

been contributing and we will have to
come to an arrangement with the

players as to how much they
contribute and how much we pay.
Hopefully we will find ways of raising
some money. But at the moment it’s
going to be really tight. The other test
we have is to organise a British
championships for the men – and we
have to do that out of our budget 
as well.
‘Yes, financially it’s going to be a

challenge because we don’t have
enough money. We don’t have enough
money to employ a coach full-time,
which you might think would be the
starting point for an international
team. But we have some ideas. Our
vision is to have some of the best
players playing abroad, as now. 
Perhaps some playing in Australia.

Perhaps some going to university in
the USA to play water polo. But
otherwise we want our best players
playing for our best clubs and coached
by our best British coaches. We see an
alignment between clubs and the
national set-up. So we need a buy-in
from our leading clubs and we need to
find ways of getting our best coaches
to coach the players on a regular basis.
‘Beacon funding or other ways of

paying a coach at a club might allow a
club to employ a coach who would also
be involved at the top end of the men’s
game. It’s that sort of structure that we
would like to move towards.’

Overseas players 
Finding club placements abroad may
be harder to achieve than it has been
in recent years – especially in Europe.
‘A number of the clubs they have been
playing at are in serious financial
difficulties,’ says Booth. ‘Two of the
players have been released by their
clubs in Spain, who have released all
their foreign players. The only ones
that seem to be operating in
reasonable financial security are those
in Germany. So it might not be so easy
going forward.
‘The other thing we are experiencing

with the players who have been abroad
– those who primarily were in the
Olympic team – is that they are now
starting to want to get on with the rest
of their lives. We have quite a number
who have retired or are coming back to
the UK to full-time jobs. Two have
started self-employment. All of which
makes it very difficult to have full-time

B

‘The girls are getting
all the Lottery money.
We are getting
money from British
Swimming, the ASA
and British Gas. It’s a
bedrock. ’
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players at our disposal. That’s entirely
understandable because there is no
financial future playing water polo.
Even the best of our British players are
not good enough to cut it with the top
[overseas] clubs, where the most
money is. They have had a pretty hand-
to-mouth existence since they have
been in training. Those who have been
on the programme since it started
seven years ago have not got much
money throughout that time.’
Attracting coaches may also be a

challenge. ‘We inhabit entirely
different worlds [from the women] and
one of the difficulties it presents for us
is that if you are an ambitious young
coach, why would you align yourself
with the men?’

Fractious relationship 
Booth is also keen to heal the sport’s
relationship with the governing body,
which has been fractious in recent
years. ‘There has been a very vocal
element in water polo which has seen
British Swimming and the ASA and
their executives as the enemy of water
polo. That’s not right but it is a
perception. We can’t give that

perception. We are not beholden to
anybody else. Our group reports
directly to the British Swimming board
and has been given a fairly clear brief
to do it the way we want.
‘I’m hoping it will be very different to

what happened in the past and very
different from the way the women
operate. They are run by paid
professionals and are answerable to
their paymasters, UK Sport. We 
are not.
‘The national performance director

[NPD] has a remit to have an overview
of the sport. Our role was dubbed as
“essentially the NPD for men”. We are
working with Graeme Thompson and I
have had several conversations with
him to try and align things where we
can. Obviously there are areas where
we butt up against one another. 
‘The England talent programme –

boys and girls – which has been used to
provide squad training for the age
group GB teams. That programme is
run by Norman Leighton and he is
answerable to Graeme. We are
responsible for the age group teams
when they are picked for GB and go
abroad. So we have responsibility for
the appointment of coaches to
programmes and that sort of thing.’

Domestic season 
The management group will also be
pushing for some changes to the
domestic season. ‘The domestic
season we have at the moment does
not serve the GB men’s team or the
under 19s team. The clubs aren’t
training often enough. They are not
training intensively enough. They are
not playing enough. And they are not

playing over a long enough season.
And it’s not attracting back the players
who have been abroad. We are getting
feedback from a number of returning
players, who are saying: “Why would I
be interested in playing in that? It’s not
the standard I am used to. I’ve been
used to playing against world class
players. Why would I want to play
against players who can’t last the third
quarter because they are not fit?”
‘We have a [international] match

coming up in July for the men.
Domestically the last match was
played in February whereas for those
who are playing abroad, their seasons
ended in April or May. I would like to
have a season that concluded with the
British champs probably in April. But a
longer season costs the clubs more
because they have more games and
more commitments. If they have to
train more, they need to find ways of
getting access to more pool time. We
have to persuade the clubs to move
towards GB not GB come down to the
level of the clubs. These are things that
we have very high on our agenda.’

Realistic aspirations 
While qualification for Rio is at the top
of the women’s agenda, the 2016
Olympics are ‘completely and utterly
out of the question’ for the men,
according to Alan Booth. He has more
realistic aspirations in mind. ‘I think we
have to identify other countries who
have water polo of a similar or better
standard to us that we can aspire to be
competitive with. Holland and France
are countries we should be looking to. 
Some of the French clubs are semi-

professional. One or two are fully
professional. That’s our aspiration –
that we could get to that situation. We
have to look around Europe and say:
“These are the countries we can
compete against” and “Where do we
actually fit?”
‘France and Holland are probably

second-tier European teams and that’s
probably our best level. It would be
nice to think that in the longer term we
could qualify for top 12 in Europe but
we are going to be a long way from
that. Our Olympic team would have
had a chance of that but our Olympic
team doesn’t exist any more. 
‘ What I hope will happen is that

those players who have had the
privilege of competing in the Olympics
will, over a period of time, bring some
of that experience back to this country
and help in developing our leading
clubs and players. But that won’t
happen overnight.’

Newly-retired GB men’s captain
Craig Figes believes the
management group put together by
Alan Booth will fill the vacuum that
has confronted the men’s game
since London 2012.

‘I think it’s great to have a
dedicated group to try and
restructure and organise British
water polo after the Olympics,’ he
said. ‘With the Olympics as it was,
we had a real break between the
water polo community and the
World Class programmes.

‘So it’s a positive step to open up
the team to a wider group of
players and hopefully make some
changes domestically that will
enable the men’s game to become
more competitive on an

international level.
‘After the funding was cut, there

was a vacuum left in terms of the
organisation and management of
the men’s programme. That vacuum
has now been filled. I’m not sure
how quickly we volunteers will be
able to implement any new ideas,
as several professional staff did this
job in the past. But it’s good that
things are being looked at with
fresh eyes. That’s a positive thing.’

He added: ‘It would have been
easy to be negative and return to
how it was 10 or 15 years ago.

‘We learnt a lot in the build-up to
the Olympics and we can make use
of that. Even without funding I think
we can make it more professional in
terms of attitude and improve our
performance on the international
stage. I’m a firm believer that we
can go as far as the water polo
community wants us to go. We are
in a position to determine our own
future.

‘The sad truth is that up until
2006-07, when a small group of
players decided to join the water
polo programme and train full-time,
we hadn’t been a major force in the

sport for decades or even shown
improvement.

‘There is a lot of knowledge
within the steering group about
how successful countries prepare
their players. Therefore, if there is
a will from the water polo
community to get behind us, I think
we can have a really positive
influence on the sport. We are not
going to be at the stage where we
can turn round and make players
fully professional but in the long-
term there is no reason why we
can’t make people professional on
the international stage.’

Figes, 35 next month, who
returned from his post-Olympic
break to skipper the national side in
the recent European qualifying
tournament, said he now plans to
make permanent his retirement
from the international game.

‘I’m working full-time now and
there’s no way I could train to a
level I would need for international
water polo,’ the self-employed
athlete mentor added. ‘After 20
years of playing for GB and for clubs
all over the world, it’s time for me
to find a new challenge in life.’

Going for the jugular:
the boys’ youth bronze
medal match between
Lancaster (white) and
Exeter (blue) at the
2013 championships in
Manchester

‘The domestic season
we have at the
moment does not
serve the GB men’s
team or the under 19s
team. The clubs
aren’t training often
enough. They are not
training intensively
enough. They are not
playing enough’

Talent development remains a high
priority as the leaders of British
water polo look to provide a
continual flow of talent into the
national teams.

More than 400 boys and girls
aged 13 to 16 train regularly at 19
regional centres while 150 aged 15
and over attend national training
camps at Cardiff. ‘It’s a recognised
pathway to the senior teams,’ says
talent development officer Norman
Leighton. ‘It’s working very well. We
get a very good response but we
are always looking to improve
things.’

In the 19 regional centres,
players can attend 30 sessions a
year . ‘These centres have been

running for seven or eight or maybe
10 years,’ says Leighton. ‘The
players get access to a reasonable
standard of coaching and the
sessions are drawn up by the
national coaching staff. So
throughout the country they are
following one programme. It
ensures we are touching all bases
with children who attend these
sessions.’

Each October a new intake
arrives at the bottom end of the
four-year age range. From the age
of 15, selected players are invited to
join the national camps at Cardiff’s
Millennium pool, which cater for six
squads – girls’ and boys’ under 15s,
under 17s and under 19s.

‘They all attend the same camps.
Because Cardiff is such a massive
pool, we can accommodate three
squads in the water at one time,’
says Leighton. ‘They have two
hours in and two hours out and they
each get nine hours in the water
during the weekend.

‘Our sports science staff and our
strength and conditioning coach

attend and occasionally we bring in
our nutritionist as well.

‘We are continually reviewing
the Cardiff camp. We are inviting
up-and-coming referees to referee
some of the training games to give
them practice and get feedback
from the experienced referees that
are there. We also have a coach
education programme within the
Cardiff camps, facilitated by Paul
Metz.

‘The Cardiff camps have only
been going two years but the
majority of our 2012 Olympic
players have gone through our
regional training centres and
national academies. 

‘Unfortunately we don’t have the
opportunity at the moment to give
the older ones any regular training.
It’s something we are working on
but it hasn’t been developed yet.
We want to develop our programme
to keep the young seniors engaged. 

For the girls, though, it’s not too
bad because their maturation
comes a lot earlier than it does for
the senior men.’

MANAGEMENT GROUP ‘FILLS
POST-2012 VACUUM’, SAYS FIGES

LEIGHTON: EYE ON THE FUTURE<

Craig Figes

Norman Leighton


