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With our presence here this evening, on the eve of the last day of the regular sailing season, it is appropriate to reflect on the season just past to see how, or indeed if, we have progressed any further in terms of our growth, our profile and our competitiveness. 

In terms of growth, we have seen a number of new additions to the fleet. Sail Number 14916 is a new addition to the fleet (subsequent to the writing of the report and before its presentation, two other brand new boats joined the fleet and and another new boat is about to be delivered) and a number of people have replaced boats at the top end of the fleet. Likewise further down the fleet we have seen a number of additions to our numbers.  Thus the recent growth and improvement in the “average-age” of the fleet has been continued. A lot of the effort that went into the purchase and replacement of boats can be credited to Will Moody who, regrettably, has now left our shores with the aim of doing for the South African fleet what he did for our fleet. With their geographic location and the relative weakness of their currency, compared to European currencies, he has taken on quite a challenge.

The most significant area of growth has been Waterford Harbour Sailing Club, where after years of solitude, in Fireballing terms, Michael Murphy now has some company for his domestic sailing. WHSC are now entitled to elect a representative to serve on the Fireball committee and we would encourage them to nominate accordingly. (Again, post the writing of this report, indications are that a fleet will be established in Skerries next season).
In terms of the Nationals & regional events, the Leinsters, the Ulsters, the Open and the Munsters, we had a total entry in 2005 of 173 boats. With 41 boats here this weekend, the equivalent number for 2006 is 159. This represents an 8% decrease in the total entry for our regattas. This year’s Ulster Championships, hosted by Newtownards, saw the biggest drop in entries from 31 in 2005 at Lough Erne to 18. A number of factors can be attributed to this sharp fall – the absence of a number of boats in transit for the Worlds in Canada, the absence of a number of regular Fireballers for no obvious reason and possibly the fact that the venue was relatively unknown. Those who didn’t attend missed an excellent weekend where we enjoyed fabulous hospitality from the members.
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The Ulsters aside, the entry for the other regional events over the two years was pretty consistent. The Nationals entry, though on a par with 2005, was slightly down on our projections with a number of people out through injury but we did enjoy the company of two entries from the UK. 
At the time of writing, there was a whisper that this regatta would break the magical 40-entry barrier and ironically the bulk of the entry has been achieved without the traditional “ring-around” to gather numbers. It is one aspect of our regatta management that I would really like to move away from – the need to remind everyone by phone that a regatta is imminent. The regatta dates are on the website from the start of the season and while I concede that there is a need to help people get to the event in the case of needing a crew or a trailer (or even a car with a tow hitch), I really feel there should be a more effective way of generating entries. Texting en masse may be the way forward.

At the end of last season our profile was enhanced with Noel and Hugh Butler’s third place at the ISA’s Helmsman’s Championships, an event that attracted former Olympic competitors, Olympic aspirants, Round-Ireland winners and full-time participants on the international sailing circuit. Later in the year, Noel would helm a very successful challenge in this year’s Round Ireland Race. And a number of other Fireballers took part in this 704-mile classic of the offshore circuit. 

We have, through a variety of websites and scribes, been able to highlight our events before they take place and to post results and a regatta report very quickly after the regatta is over. In this regard I must acknowledge Will Moody (again) for posting photographs to various websites and Seamus Moore who wrote articles that appeared on the ISA and Yachts and Yachting websites, portions of which were also transcribed and appeared in the Irish Times. With increasing competition for numbers, particularly from the asymmetric classes, we need to get as much exposure for Fireballs as we can.
In terms of competitiveness, each of the regattas sailed this season produced a different winner, though one combination won two domestic titles. Likewise in the second and third places, there was a good spread of success. Thus domestically, it has been a competitive season with no one combination dominating proceedings on the water. The participation of Dave Wade and Tim Rush in our Nationals may have forced us to remove our rose-tinted glasses for they gave us a lesson in Fireballing in good winds and big seas. Wade, in [image: image3.jpg]


particular, crewed by Hugh Butler, dominated the proceedings and both he and Rush were very comfortably ahead of us in the points stakes at the end of the regatta.
Internationally, we were again represented at the Worlds in Canada and the Europeans in France. Louis Smyth & Francis Rowan were at the head of a tight knit bunch of Irish Fireballers in Canada claiming 19th place in a 49-boat fleet. In France, Will Moody and Brian Byrne led the Irish home in 17th overall in a 99-boat fleet. 

The format of our regattas again came under review as regattas were being sailed and I suppose it is a healthy sign that nothing we do is carved in stone or above reproach.
At the Ulsters we sailed a six-race regatta but it needed five races on the Sunday to achieve the target. At the Nationals, a nine-race programme was completed, but the sailing of four windward/leeward courses on the one day generated some criticism. There were logistical problems on the Saturday of the Nationals and this influenced the course choice. Weather forced our hands at the Ulsters in that Saturday was reduced to a single race day. While we can’t control the weather, we may need to revise the number and type of courses that can be sailed in one day. Another element of our racing that may necessitate debate is the length of races. There are some who argue that even at 45/50/55 minutes the races are too long and in danger of becoming processional. If this is the majority opinion, then we need to give very serious consideration to our regatta format. Do we sail more races at each event? Do we start later and finish earlier thereby allowing people to travel to venues on the morning of the event (an issue at the AGM last year)? I believe the trend is for races of this duration and believe that making them even shorter, time-wise, is not the way to go. This meeting is an ideal occasion at which to debate the current format of our regattas and I would hope that we can get some constructive input from the members when we open the matter for debate later this evening.

Financially, I think that while we are not in any danger of going bankrupt, I would like to see a more universal method of Class membership being utilised, with crews and helms having equal status. While this will require a constitutional review to implement, it might be interesting to get the views of the membership.

While we may not always get it right, the membership has shown their support of the committee by continuing to turn out at the regattas and for that I thank you.
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Finally, I would like to thank the committee for their collective and individual efforts throughout the year. It is due to their commitment and undertaking that we have been able to continue the management of the class to the standard that you are used to. For those who are intending to stand down at this meeting I offer the membership’s thanks for your service to the committee.   
Cormac Bradley

Class Chairman, 2005/6

29th September 2006.


