Reflections on 2009 and to Improve in 2010 
Congratulations to the Navy team for their performance in the Hoppet & Birkebeiner.  Winning the Kangaroo Hoppet inter-service trophy again was a great achievement, particularly in the crap conditions.  For those that weren’t there, the Hoppet certainly wasn’t up to its usual showcase occasion, and don’t be sorry that you missed this one.     

I enjoyed my involvement with the 2009 Navy team.  Now that I’ve experienced training and competing with you, I’ve got to know some strengths & areas needing improvement.  I look forward to the coaching role in 2010.     

Self assessment
Memories of the ski season fade fast, especially after our focus switches to the many important aspects to our lives that don’t involve ski & biathlon racing.  Before we all forget about the 2009 ski season, now is the time to reflect and think about your own and your team performances over the past winter.  By doing this, we can each learn from various experiences, and hopefully improve.  

Each of you will have unique perspectives.  You may have noticed elements to your own, your team and your rivals training and racing that may help you in future. 

For future reference, it is beneficial for you to write down a few notes.  Like I mentioned in one of the pre-winter articles - if you want the best coach for you that is available most times that you need one, you will find that coach in any mirror.  Get that coach to briefly write a few honest assessments about season 2009.  Write down the good, the bad and the ugly.  

Be specific with answers – not general.  Record several points if you can think of them. 

· Describe your pre-season fitness level.  Strengths & weaknesses.

· How could you increase the volume, quality & ski specific-ness of your training?

· What aspect of skiing did you do very well this winter?

· What techniques did you improve on and how did that improve your racing?

· What mistakes did you make that adversely affected your racing?

· What are the weaknesses in your racing that you need to improve on? 

· How could you improve the performance of your team mates?

Record these thoughts somewhere where you may review them as needed, particularly next autumn (keep the notes with your training diary if you have one).  Experience is valuable. These notes will become more valuable to you in time.  Without recording these thoughts, you will have little to go on in 2010 & beyond, and there is a good chance you will not improve on aspects of 2009.  Nobody likes making the same mistakes twice.      

Training

OK.  What now?  It is clearly unrealistic to expect that you will continue training with a specific focus on cross country / biathlon races right through until next winter.    For those going overseas for the British Inter-service Champs, World Masters or Worldloppet races, you will have goals in the near future that will keep you motivated.  For those not competing in the Northern Hemisphere, it will be more of a challenge.  The obvious problem is that there are so many competing priorities for our time, attention, money and energy.  Most of these other priorities are clearly more important than a few ski races toward the end of next winter.  Weighed up against the importance of family, relationships, friends, and your career – the far off future ski races simply don’t rate very high.  

To hit a target, we need to have one.  Identify it, focus on it, and aim for it. Some people have the ability to keep training and maintain fitness simply for the sake of it.  However, most of us find this difficult to achieve consistently.  Motivation is linked closely to goals.  Pick a specific goal that will keep you interested and motivated to train throughout spring summer and autumn.  You may prefer several smaller goals, or a couple of big ones.  There are so many different types of sporting events throughout the country.  Even if not ski specific, if the sport involves endurance, strength and power - good.   Find one that you enjoy and want to do well in.  Be specific.  Write down exactly what you want to do, be it a time, an age group placing or whatever.  Without a goal, the effort and process of training has no purpose, and invariably will disappoint.  To use a shooting analogy, without aiming at a target you will make noise, waste heaps of time and energy and would be extremely lucky to actually hit one.          

Shooting

I suspect most ADF inter-service athletes view shooting as a less important aspect to the competition, compared to skiing.   Is it fair to say that some of the shooting in the 2009 competitions let the Navy team down?  I’ll go so far as to say there is room for improvement.    

Like it or not, shooting is a very important part of half your events.  Improve the shooting and performances will improve by minutes.  Are you satisfied with leaving the range having hit 2 out of 5 targets?  If so, I suggest a change in attitude in order to dramatically improve results.  The aim is to hit five targets – don’t be satisfied leaving the range with 2 or 3 hits.  You have an opportunity to work on your shooting over the next 10 months.  Small bore rifle clubs are in most large towns throughout Australia.  Give it a crack and you may find that you enjoy getting involved in shooting competitions.  Even if you don’t have access to specific Biathlon rifles, getting your hands on any ring-sight sling rifle will be beneficial.  Most clubs will have rifles that you can use/borrow initially.  The Navy team has the luxury of 2 specific shooting coaches - seek them out for advice or recall their instructions and tips.  Without having spoken to them, I know Daryl & JJ will be keen to help any of you.  For those in Melbourne, the ABA have regular training at the Hawthorn Small Bore Rifle Club, behind Glenferrie Oval on Tuesday nights. 

As I was focused on the skiing aspects, I wasn’t aware of the instructions that Daryl and JJ were providing.  From my distant shooting background, I recall the following basic shooting principals.  

· Position – skeletal support – minimize muscle work

· Aim for consistency

· Check alignment of target

· Sight picture - aiming mark in middle of foresight in middle of rear sight

· Breathing control. Rhythm & consistent. 

· Watch aiming mark move vertically through sight picture

· Hold breath    

· Squeeze trigger (don’t pull)

· Follow through (a lot can happen to the alignment before the bullet has left barrel)

The above points are a lot to think about, but most occur automatically as experience builds.  Once shooting groups become consistent and smaller, introduce an increased pulse through exercise, smooth range procedure and streamline the above principals.  Yes, shooting is time consuming and can be pricy but even if you manage to get a rifle in your hands and do some dry firing occasionally, that will go a long way toward a big improvement.        

Pardon the obvious, but you are aiming for five targets at each range.  Imagine how you will feel going into next winter with the experience and confidence to be able to consistently hit those five targets.  Be satisfied leaving the range having hit them all, rather than just a couple.    

Recruitment

The Navy team have a very good base of consistent performers.  Generally very experienced and I saw a lot of good skiing technique this past winter.  Without wanting to offend, the Achilles heel of the Navy team for the long term is that there are not a lot of youngsters involved.  Not going to harp on the point as I know you are very aware of the issue as an organisation, and there are efforts being done to address it.  I guess I am preaching to the converted if you are reading this.  Take any chance to talk about the inter-service competition to fellow navy personnel, particularly targeting those with a background in endurance sport and/or young persons that may be interested.   

The ADF inter-service competition is a unique experience, and even for those that are not directly involved in the competition (ABA & Police in past years) the last two weeks in August has become a much anticipated and enjoyable time.  Spread the word as often as you can, and build your team for the future.          

Summary

· Record your experiences from 2009.  In 2010 they will become your springboard for improvement. 

· Set some off season goals that you want to achieve, which will motivate you to train, giving you a fitness head start for 2010

· Shooting is important.  Through experience, build confidence to consistently hit the targets.

· Actively recruit - develop a strong future navy team by targeting fit youth 

Good luck to those racing overseas.  For those that aren’t, enjoy your summer.    

Greg Paul

5th October 2009

