New Zealand waka ama season(s) and race calendar
Purpose

The purpose of this paper is to facilitate discussion on the waka ama season and race calendar. The paper has two parts: PART 1 discusses the seasons and the race calendar and puts forward some ideas; PART 2 puts forward two alternative options with regard to potential improvements to the Long Distance Nationals (LDN)
PART 1: Season(s) and race calendar
Over the last few years, the waka ama ‘race calendar’ has been discussed at various times, in particular with regard to the timing of seasons and individual events, including the Long Distance Nationals.

Below is an overview of the current paddling season(s), showing some of the events on our calendar. 
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New Zealand’s paddling season is effectively made up of 8 months, roughly between October and May. During this time, there are plenty of races. The offseason is roughly in winter, between June and September (with some minor local and regional races). 

As seen above, the (main) long distance season is effectively made up of two parts, the first part in October and November, and the second part between late January and early May. The sprint season sits in the middle, from late October until mid-January.

It appears that the current set-up is working relatively well. While some have argued that the seasons should be re-aligned, so as to better cater for certain activities (eg sprints vs long distance races), it is important to realise that it is impossible to align seasons so as to create the ‘perfect set-up’ of seasons. For example, if people want to do sprints AND long distance races AND ocean races, then it is impossible to please everyone given that ‘seasons’ effectively overlap. It may be a matter for paddlers to decide on what they want to focus on – as the sport grows, this is ultimately unavoidable.
However, it appears that there are two things that can be improved: (i) pathways and main goals, and (ii) coordination, timing and importance of key events, specifically for long distance events.

Pathways and main goals
People interested in sprints events have a clear pathway, with Regionals, Nationals, and then the Worlds (although the timing of the Worlds changes depending on whether it is in Northern or Southern hemisphere). 
With regard to change-over races, there is only one event in NZ, so Takapuna Cup is, by default, the event to decide the national title for change-over racing. Those wanting further races must head overseas.  

With regard to W1 and W6 marathon events, the pathway and main goal is less clear. 
With regard to W6, if we assume that the LDN are the premier long distance event, then its timing and the pathway to compete well at it should be much clearer. For example, this may involve clarifying the timing of the LDN (so that it occurs at the same time each year), and clarifying what other events lead up to it. PART 2 discusses this in more detail.
With regard to long distance W1 events, the situation is similar. At present, the rudderless national title is part of the LDN. However, the LDN is not necessarily the most prestigious with regard to W1 (the Aotearo Aito is). It may be useful to think about separating the event out, to cater better for paddlers wanting to focus on it and to provide scope for other events to build around it. As an example, the national title for rudderless W1 could be combined with the Aotearo Aito. 
Similarly, for those keen on OC1 (ruddered) ocean racing, there is currently no national recognition of this type of racing. National recognition could be achieved by using an existing race such as the Bo Herbert or the Bhutty Cup to battle out the national title for OC1/ocean racing.
Coordination, timing and importance of events
There appears to be relatively little coordination between long distance races and when they are scheduled, i.e. people decide when they want to hold them and then put them on the calendar. Thus, we end up with events close together, or there they may be large time gaps. Therefore, there may be potential to have NKOA take a more active role in the timing of races, perhaps as part of the sanctioning process.
There are also questions with regard to the importance of individual events. More guidance may be needed for paddlers so that they can distinguish between important (national) and less important (local, regional) events. Level of importance should also inform the timing of events so that no two national events are close together. This issue may in part be addressed via the proposed NKOA sanctioning process. However, it may also require NKOA to identify the weekends reserved for big and agreed races or those with ‘national title’ status. This will also give more certainty to organisers of smaller events (although this may involve some events shifting dates).
PART 2: Long Distance Nationals
In order to improve the pathways and main goals with regard to W6 long distance racing, the following alternative options may provide a possible way forward.
Option 1: Clarity of timing for the existing annual Long Distance Nationals 
There should be clarity around when that event should be held, and ideally it should be at the same time or weekend each year, to provide certainty. Looking at the current season set up, this can either be around April (to make it the season final, with teams preparing during summer) or around October (as the season opener, as teams preparing in winter/spring). 

Pro

· Agreed time would give certainty to paddlers and organisers, and provide an opportunity for a clearer pathway with events leading up to the LDN

Con

· Agreeing a suitable timing may be difficult. (In 2010 and 2011 the LDN were/are in October but this timing may be less suitable for Wellington and the South Island, due climatic conditions. If the event is in April, it may clash with existing events, this would require re-scheduling of existing events.)

Option 2: A ‘national title’ series of long distance events
This option would be a departure from current practice in that a single annual LDN would no longer be run. Instead, NKOA would decide on some races across the long distance season, and make the long distance title a ‘series’ title. 
This could involve say three races to get things started and to keep it manageable.  It could be left up to regions to decide whether to put forward a race for the series.  The series may involve existing races or new races (eg Kaiteriteri, Tauranga, etc).
In order to be in the running for the national title, teams would have to attend at least 2 of the 3 series’ events. For example, some teams may choose to attend one race that is held relatively close to them, and at least one other event. 
Rather than using points that teams would need to accumulate (which would disadvantage those teams that cannot – for different reasons – attend all races), national titles and placings could be decided based on the comparative performance of those teams during the season. This would ensure that the strongest team wins (rather than the team that attends most races).
For instance, consider the below scenario (showing the placings of teams in different races):

	Race
	Team 1
	Team 2
	Team 3

	Race 1 (Oct/Nov)
	3
	1
	Did not attend

	Race 2 (March)
	1
	Did not attend
	3

	Race 3 (April)
	2
	1
	4

	Final placing
	2nd
	1st
	3rd


In this scenario, Team 2 wins the national title. Even though the team does not attend every race, its performance indicates that it is faster than Team 1, and Team 1 in turn is faster than Team 3.
Such a system could be achieved by further developing the NKOA database as it could be expanded to hold race results for races using the online entries system, and the rankings could be calculated based on a given algorithm.
Pro

· Enables the use of existing and well-organised annual events such as Tauranga or Kaiteriteri, without the need to put together a special organising committee for a one-off event in each region

· It would boost the profile of existing events, this in turn may increase participation in existing events (this in turn may particularly welcome in places where participation from across the country can be limited (eg Northland, South Island)
· It eliminates the need to agree on the timing of an annual LDN event, regions could determine themselves what time is the most suitable to them (eg regarding climatic conditions). If they do not have an existing race that could be used for the series, they have an opportunity develop their own annual signature event

Con

· It would require the development of a system to ensure that the best team wins (eg via a point system or by comparing performance)

· As there would no longer be a single long distance national event, some teams may choose not to go to all events of the series. This may be an issue for events in the far North and far South, due to the long travel requirements.

Option 2 involves a significant degree of change. However, it could be tested during the next season to evaluate its workability.
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