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Whitehorse Coed Soccer

1999-2000 Annual Report

Sept 16, 2000 — D. Hitch, Program Director

A year ago, there was no formal coed soccer in Whitehorse. There was a Masters Coed group which featured men and women over 35. It registered 30 players with YSA in the summer of 1999. That group had begun in the summer of 1998, and continued with an informal indoor season of pick-up games during the winter of 1998-99 in which many younger people took part.

In October 1999, after some soul-searching, it was decided to transpose the Masters Coed into an open, 18-and-over coed group. This was partly because many people wanted to join the indoor program created by the Masters. The Masters welcomed corporate teams to join and a league was formed with four teams: Alkan Air, Whitehorse Motors, the X-Filers, and the Masters. 

The format of play was much the same as the previous year. This is the game played by a group sometimes called the OldTimers which was formed by Ivo Janko about ten years ago, and plays after 9 pm in Vanier-small twice a week. This game is radically different from the Arctic Winter Games format played by minor soccer. It is four-a-side with no goalie. The small nets are placed face-down with the tops against the wall, and scoring is done through the bottom. The ball is out of bounds only when it ends up on the stage or on top of the prone nets. The ball may strike the ceiling or any object in the gym. Play is fast, with few stoppages. Subbing is on the fly with subs seated on the stage. 

In February the league decided to accommodate more players and expanded to six teams with the addition of Air North and the White Team. The league permitted newcomers one free test-drive before registering. League play continued until April, when a pick-up season ran until the outdoor fields were ready.

In the first coed indoor season, scores were not kept. Often no one knew who had won. And no statistics were kept. The only advertising for the league was in the free upcoming/ongoing events sections of the papers, and by word of mouth. Still, it registered 60 adults with YSA.

This initial effort at forming a coed league was successful, but also a learning experience. League organizers thought the corporate model would make recruitment and organizing easier, and it may have. But it also led to excessive competitiveness that caused distress among players and league organizers. This experience was invaluable preparation for what came after. After league play ended, players continued to meet for pick-up games until the fields were ready.

In May 2000 (April?) a coed outdoor league was advertised by radio and both papers. The league planned to use the Vanier/George White fields, at 9 while the minor season ran, and at 7 after the minor season finished. Mondays and Wednesdays were picked for game nights. These were the same nights as the Men's league games, so men had to choose one league or the other. Women's League players could, and did, play both Women's and Coed. It was also decided to lower the age to 16 to accommodate youth who were too old for minor soccer but did not want to play in the Men's or Women's leagues.

The outdoor league featured innovation in philosophy, rules, registration and other areas. In many ways the league was an experiment. It had to be flexible and adaptable. One example is an early rule change. We began by awarding two points for a goal scored by a woman. This practice is followed in other coed leagues. However, some players felt this was sexist, and the media could not come to grips with the notion, always awarding more goals to the women. The rule was dropped after a few weeks. The point of the rule was to involve women more in the play. After the rule was dropped, there was less scoring by women. Another example of flexibility was the free test-drive. A person could play one game with any team to see if it suited them before registering. This helped encourage people to join and the league to expand.

Registration and pickup games were held for two weeks at Vanier/George White. This also allowed people to try out the sport of soccer. The first night there was a full-field game and by the second night there were pickup games in pinneys on both fields. Demand surpassed organizers predictions.

Players were expected to read a sheet on league philosophy before signing the registration form. Organizers wanted to avoid the over-competitiveness encountered in the preceding winter season. The philosophy involved things like a positive atmosphere, no-contact play, and fun and exercise. The sheet also listed special rules like the two-goal limit: a player is only allowed two goals in a game. It also mentioned the draft format rather than the corporate format. On the registration form, besides the usual waiver, there was the Coed Player's Pledge, where the player needed to commit to upholding league philosophy. Both pledge and waiver had to be signed. Another innovative feature of this form was that two players could register on the same form, such as partners or friends, and be guaranteed to play together.

Four sponsors, Kutters Hairstyling, Pearson Dental Clinic, Beaver Lumber and NorthwesTel, contributed $250 to the league and classy T-shirts with their logos were made by Terra Firma. That company also designed the league logo seen over the heart on the shirts, and used in advertising and league documents such as this. The players kept the shirts. Because of sponsorship, it was decided to keep score so that the sponsors' names would appear in the paper. In this regard, Jeff Korenko, Sports Editor of the Whitehorse Star deserves special mention. That paper gave the league and its sponsors excellent coverage throughout the season.

There was immediate and profound enthusiasm for coed soccer in Whitehorse. The league was not only new, but was trying many new things, and attracted many new players to the sport. So there were some minor bumps along the way. It takes time for new players to learn the basic rules of soccer and for experienced players to understand no-contact. A big innovation is the play without referees. Not only would referees require a hefty increase in the league fee, it would likely be impossible to find sufficient adult referees in Whitehorse. The men's and women's leagues already have difficulty finding refs. But self-policing also has a positive affect on the atmosphere at the games. Most players realize that they will ultimately get more out of the experience by being cooperative and respectful rather than combative and petty.

By the time the initial four teams had played one round robin there were many people clamouring to join in. It was decided at an executive meeting to advertise to attract a few more players and expand to six teams. Ron McFadgent of CKRW also did a free promo for the league with Doug Hitch one evening on Lewes Boulevard at FH Collins. This worked well and earned Ron good karma. On that first evening of expansion there was a third full-field game. Soon there were groups of adults in T-shirts from Blackstone Cafe and Takhini Hot Springs enjoying summer soccer.

With expansion, the league began to use the FH Collins field. It was convenient to have three fields in Riverdale. This made league business easier, and it helped players who went to the wrong field to make it to the right field on time. Using the side-by-side Vanier and George White fields led to a wonderful social synergy. It is clear that a soccer park would boost participation in the sport by adults.

In late June or early July another league meeting was held to look at ways to manage some problems which had arisen. It was decided to simplify or modify some of the rules to improve the flow of play and safety. With automatic handballs, players raise their arm and call "my hand" as soon as the ball hits the arm or shoulder, regardless of intent or advantage. With automatic offside, if there is a player past the last defense person when the ball is played forward by their team, offside is called, regardless of whether they are trying to get onside, or if the ball is being dribbled forward. A one-step ring of safety around the goalie means that no opponent can come within one step of the goalie, even when the ball would be considered in play by FIFA.

A keystone of the coed format is the team rep. This person is not just responsible for bringing balls to the game and telephoning players. They are also responsible for educating their team in the coed philosophy and ensuring that the atmosphere at the game remains positive. They have to be able at all times to place the good of the league above the good of their team. The most successful team reps are not the ones who win the most games, but the ones who best maintain good will among their players, and ensure the game experience is positive. Like anything else, some people make better reps than others. And all reps improved as the season went on. 

The executive of the league consisted of the board members, the President, Vice President, Treasurer, Registrar, Media, Equipment Manager and all the team reps. The league tried to have two executive members on each team, the team rep and one board member.

With the emphasis on a cooperative atmosphere, the executive was not sure it would be a good idea to have end-of-season playoffs. As a compromise, it was decided to have the shortest play down possible. The first night the four bottom teams played. The second night, the winners played the two top teams, and the third night were the final and bronze medal games. This championship round went well. On the third night, the two teams who were out of the playoffs decided to meet for a scrimmage. And in the final game, after the score was tied in regulation, Pearson Dental Clinic and NorthwesTel decided to call the game a tie rather than play overtime and take penalty kicks. This clearly showed the coed spirit prevailing above competitiveness. Also, it was raining.

Near the end of the season two volunteers came forward, eager to organize a league party. They did a fine job and about 30 players from all teams celebrated at Sam and Andy's.

In the end, the league registered 122 players. In its first outdoor season, it became the largest adult league in town. It pioneered some new approaches to sport and to soccer, and it introduced many adults to the game. Coed Soccer may have become a permanent feature on the Whitehorse soccer landscape.
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