
 

1 | P a g e  

 

SUFFOLK LAWN TENNIS ASSOCIATION 

 

COUNTY SENIORS REVIEW 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Suffolk Lawn Tennis Association (SLTA) decided in August 2023 to review the County 

Seniors competition framework as part of its work in setting out a new strategy for the 

County Association; in view of the new financial framework introduced by the Lawn 

Tennis Association (LTA) in 2023 with consequences for County budgeting; and because 

of concerns about effectiveness and inclusion in its governance and communication 

systems. A member of the management committee was appointed to lead the review with 

the aim that it be completed by December 2023. 

 

This report is the outcome of that review. It sets out the process and findings. It made 

recommendations to the Management Committee for consideration at its 29th November 

2023 meeting to contribute to strategy setting and because decisions need to be made about 

which teams will be entered the 2024 by the LTA deadline for team and player nominations 

for the Seniors County Cup of 22nd January 20241. This report may be shared now that 

decisions have been made on the way forward. 

 

CURRENT COUNTY SENIORS FRAMEWORK 

The LTA runs the LTA National League, within which are the County Cup events (Summer 

County Cup, Winter County Cup, Over 35s County Cup and the Seniors County Cup2)3. 

The Seniors County Cup includes all Ladies and Mens Teams from the Over 40s upwards. 

 

At the start of the review it was identified that SLTA has its County Seniors structured as 

set out at Appendix A. It should be noted that the County Ladies team and the County Mens 

team often include juniors as well as adult players. These teams play in the Summer County 

Cup and the Winter County Cup. All the other County teams only play in the summer. 

There are more Suffolk Senior Ladies County teams than Mens teams currently in the 

county is not represented in all the LTA categories4.  

 

PROCESS OF THE REVIEW 

Meetings with a number of key individuals took place including Emily Stebbings, Ben 

Smith, Debs Lawton-Abbott, Pam Chrispin, Julia Waters, Phil Eaves and  Janie Taylor. 

Correspondence was received from others. All current captains were contacted with an 

offer of meetings. The majority of them engaged with the review, supplying the contact 

details for their players. This was important because SLTA did not hold this information 

already and a database has been built with this information. Observation of one Ladies 

training session at Ipswich Sports Club took place on 6th November 2023. 

 

A survey of those currently playing for the County was designed and issued from late 

September 2023, as captains supplied email addresses. 28 responses were received. The 

opinions of these players are gold dust and the responses are summarised at Appendix B. 

 
1 The Summer County Cup team nominations close on 1st July 2024; the Over 35s team nominations close on 22nd 

July 2024; and the Winter County Cup team nominations will close on 11th November 2024 
2 https://competitions.lta.org.uk/sport/tournament.aspx?id=dc3575cc-a336-4722-aea8-809a8812d9ab 
3 https://www.lta.org.uk/compete/adult/county-cup/ 
4 Mens 30s, Mens 35, Mens 45, Mens 50, Mens 55, Mens 60, Mens 65, Mens 70, Mens 75, Womens 35, Womens 

40, Womens 50, Women 60, Women 65, Women 70, Senior Mixed, Super Senior Mixed 
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A minority of captains did not engage5, which meant that none of their players had the 

opportunity to contribute to the survey. 

 

The review also considered the performance of teams from results available on the LTA 

website (see Appendix C). As the Ladies Over 35s County Cup team failed to play in group 

5A, they do not feature in the results table and will be relegated to group 6B in accordance 

with Rule 3 of the County Cup General Rules and Regulations if SLTA enters a team in 

2024. 

 

By submitting an entry into the competition, the County Organiser (and therefore the 

captains and SLTA) commit to abide by the regulation that: 
 

‘-I have considered my roles and responsibilities as team captain and we are fully 

committed to organising the team pre, during and post-matches this season. 

-I have assessed the commitment of my venue and players in regard to fixtures, court 

time, travel, work/exams and financial cost throughout the season. We are committed to 

compete. 

-The League Organiser reserves the right to refuse an entry application from any team(s) 

who have a record of un played fixtures, walkovers and/or poor communication in recent 

seasons 

-I have read the 2023 Rules and agree to ensure the team will abide by them. National 

League rules are available on the LTA website’7. 

 

FINDINGS  

A great many findings came out of the review and are presented here, not in order of 

priority. 

 

• In general, players are proud to play for Suffolk and some have been doing so for 

decades, working their way into different teams as they get older. Playing competitive 

tennis and the social aspect of team play are also motivating factors. 

 

• Captains and their teams receive very little input from SLTA and thrive or fail on the 

strength of their own commitment, knowledge and experience, although the Treasurer 

engages directly in respect of reimbursement of revenue costs for funded activities. 

 

• Some players are critical of the non-involvement of SLTA and its failure to fully fund 

and recognise and celebrate teams’ performance. 

 

• SLTA has no communication strategy for Seniors County Tennis.  

 

• There appears to be no logic as to which, of all the teams it could have, Suffolk actually 

fields in the Seniors County Cup. There is only modest support among existing players 

in increasing the number of teams SLTA enters into the Seniors County Cup and no 

current players have suggested reducing the number of categories into which a team is 

entered. 

 

 
5 Mens, Over 35s Ladies and Mens, Over 40s Ladies. Over 65s Ladies. The response from the captain of the, Over 

60s Mens came too late to be included 
6 https://competitions.lta.org.uk/sport/regulations.aspx?id=F067F213-536A-4123-91F9-2572C896DE94 
7 https://competitions.lta.org.uk/sport/regulations.aspx?id=F067F213-536A-4123-91F9-2572C896DE94 

http://www.lta.org.uk/National-League-Summer’
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• SLTA currently has no control over the reputational risk if teams were to fail to be 

entered, or team decisions are made to withdraw from events or concede individual 

matches. 

 

• There is no evidence that risk assessments are in place to manage any of the risks 

associated with Seniors County Tennis although the County Safeguarding Officer is 

regularly asked for advice when juniors are travelling to play away matches. These risk 

assessments are the responsibility of SLTA to undertake, share as appropriate, and hold 

securely. 

 

• With the exception of the County Ladies team and County Mens team, there is little or 

no promotion of the teams involved in the other County Cup competitions. 

 

• Most management committee members/offices in most Suffolk LTA registered venues 

(clubs)  and a small minority of players in Suffolk have any knowledge of  or 

information about County Seniors Tennis, with the result that few  players have any 

opportunity to  put themselves forward to compete  at County level.  

 

• With occasional recent exceptions, the Senior County Cup teams arrange and wholly 

or partially self-fund their accommodation and travel for away matches which can be 

hundreds of miles from Suffolk.  

 

• They also self-fund home match catering at Ipswich Sports Club (the home venue) and 

consider this to be expensive and unfair. 

 

• Some players in some Senior County Cup teams play together for training purposes at 

Ipswich Sports Club at intervals in the year, but there is no expectation that they will 

attend regularly or that the main focus of the session is practising in their pairs. This is 

at no cost to the players other than for travel. A few have accessed limited coaching this 

year but  most players  only meet up  to play matches. This is not the case for the County 

Ladies team and County Mens team, whose captains and some team members arrange 

their own practice sessions at venues convenient to them. 

 

• A significant number of players do not play competitively except in the Seniors County 

Cup. 

 

• Very few play in the Framlingham Tournament, the County Closed, or other SLTA 

sponsored and/or local tournaments. Knowledge of the County Closed among players 

is very low, and commitment to playing in it even lower. 

 

• The Ladies County Organiser provides considerable support to the captains of Ladies 

teams, and also assists the Mens County Organiser. 

 

• There is no proper process for appointing captains although this is the responsibility of 

SLTA.  

 

• There are at least 4 current players who would be willing to become captains if the 

opportunity arose. 
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• There is no induction for captains beyond the significant informal support the Ladies’ 

County Organiser provides to new Ladies captains. 

 

• There is no written guidance on the role of the County Organiser or captains. 

 

• There is no succession planning for replacing captains. 

 

• There are no captains meetings. 

 

• Some captains find it difficult to enter results to the LTA online. 

 

• There is a consensus that the ‘best players’ are the ones who should be selected based 

on the current level of their play combined with their commitment to teamship and to 

prioritise attendance at matches and training for which they have been selected. 

 

• With the  probable exception of  the County Ladies team and possible exception of the 

County Mens team, there is currently  no assurance that  the ‘best players’ in the County 

are playing for the County. 

 

• Captains inherit team players and there is no process for ensuring that the ‘best players’  

each year have an opportunity to try out for the team, and get into the team. Word of 

mouth is currently important but that jeopardises diversity and inclusion. 

 

• There is a consensus that SLTA should find a way of opening up the possibility of being 

selected to play for County to all potential players in Suffolk. 

 

• Some of the local leagues are outside the LTA and/or do not use match formats that are 

compatible with World Tennis Number rankings, which contributes to many of the best 

club players in Suffolk being invisible to Senior County Tennis captains. 

 

• There is currently no official route from the juniors’ County programme into playing in 

the Ladies or Mens senior teams; and there is a need to route Ladies and Mens County 

Cup team players into the Over 35s County Cup team. 

 

• No-one formally reviews the performance of teams to identify how the results could be 

improved year on year, nor is there a process for addressing underperformance in teams.  

 

• SLTA, in not publishing results (in real time and afterwards), lacks awareness of 

performance and misses opportunities to celebrate progress/success and thank players. 

 

• There is no system in place for checking that players are eligible to play for Suffolk 

within LTA Rules. All respondents to the survey self-reported that they are eligible, 

mostly on the basis that they have lived in Suffolk for at least 12 consecutive months 

before they played for County (54%), with another 32% having been born in Suffolk. 

A small minority have played for other counties in the past, and at least 2 current players 

live in adjacent counties but retain loyalty to playing for Suffolk. 
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• No database of players is kept by SLTA. Not all captains have basic data on their 

players including date of birth8, address, home club, mobile number, email address and 

next-of-kin details in the event of emergency. 

 

• As a result of the expectation that Senior County Cup players wholly or partly self-

fund, there is little chance of equality of opportunity in representing one’s county even 

if SLTA made selection to the teams more transparent and evidence-based. Unless 

players can afford to pay their way and/or take time off paid employment and/or pay 

for childcare/elders’ care, they cannot play for County. 

 

• It feels unfair to players that some counties invest more heavily in their Mens and 

Ladies County teams to ensure the very ‘best players’, paying them a higher day rate to 

attend County Cup and allegedly flying players back from The Tour/USA University 

to represent them. 

 

• Several current players are coaches who lose several days’ work at a time to play for 

County. The day rate paid to players does not cover their costs. This year, despite taking 

10 men to Eastbourne, not all were able to stay for the week due to work/home 

commitments and with injuries plus young players’ inexperience, this may have 

affected the outcome (demotion from Division 1). Other players in employment use 

their annual leave. 

 

• The cost of County Seniors competition continues to rise with accommodation and 

travel costing more so booking early (ideally Air B&B rather than hotels), adhering to 

the budget, and ensuring there are sufficient drivers and vehicles is important. 

 

• SLTA has no control over how the LTA runs Seniors County Tennis and some people 

believe that event should be regionalised so that teams do not have to travel hundreds 

of miles to compete. Others have suggested that neutral venues halfway inbetween 

competing counties could be designated for matches and that this could avoid some of 

the trave/accommodation costs and player anxiety about distance. 

 

• Teams may be competing hundreds of miles from Suffolk and many older players do 

not feel confident to drive such distances yet train travel is prohibitively expensive and 

as time-consuming. 

 

• It has been suggested that not all venues hosting away matches ensure access to suitable 

indoor court facilities in the event of inclement weather but this has not been verified. 

 

• There is a consensus that team practice sessions are important, and differing views as 

to whether these should all take place at Ipswich Sports Centre where home matches 

are played, or whether the venues should vary to make it easier for some players to train 

closer to home and/or to increase the visibility of the county teams at other Suffolk 

venues. 
 

• A majority of the current players value team coaching and at least half would be willing 

to pay for it. 

 
8 Vital check of eligibility to play in one or more teams, and LTA Find a Player only records year of birth not date 

of birth 
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• Nearly all current players are willing to wear County kit (at a minimum involving a 

playing top and/or jacket/hoodie), with 7% only being willing to wear it if it is provided 

free. 39% would wear it even if they had to pay for it themselves and a further 54% 

would pay for it if subsidised. Currently, an assortment of clothing is worn. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

As a result of the findings from the review the following recommendations were agreed by 

SLTA’s Management Committee on 29th November 2023: 

 

1. SLTA should take a much more active part in the management and promotion of 

Seniors County Tennis in Suffolk for which it is responsible. It is proposed that a 

Competitions Sub Committee, chaired by a Management Committee member, and 

on which there is representation from current County Cup captains/players, should 

oversee the County’s engagement in the County Cups in addition to other 

competitions for which SLTA is responsible. 

 

2. If SLTA cannot afford to run and fund teams in all the age group categories, a set 

of criteria should be developed and agreed by which decisions are made about 

which teams will run and/or be supported financially. 

 

3. When setting the competitions budget each year, the Management Committee 

should ensure that funding is equitable in line with its overall strategy and stated 

priorities, and that the funding commitment should be transparent. 

 

4. The necessary risk assessments should be in place and be reviewed regularly by the 

Competitions Sub Committee. 

 

5. SLTA should establish as a principle that it, and not individual captains acting 

independently, will enter and withdraw teams, and be involved in advance of 

decisions made to concede matches. 

 

6. SLTA should fund and organise (or contract for) an open event at least once a year 

to which all the best players from Suffolk LTA registered venues are invited as well 

as current team players, from which captains will work as a team to identify 

prospective team members for the coming season, subject to further evaluation of 

their eligibility and suitability. 

 

7. SLTA should, as a high priority, identify a captain and players to form a new Over 

35s Ladies team for 2024. 

 

8. SLTA will require assurance before new team members are introduced to teams that 

players are eligible to play for Suffolk within the LTA Rules, and formally accept 

the responsibilities that go with being selected to play for Suffolk. 

 

9. Further work should be done to assess the potential for investing more heavily in 

the County Ladies team and County Mens team to ensure that the very best players 

can afford to commit to play in the Summer County Cup and Winter County Cup 
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matches, especially if they are studying/working abroad and/or are self-employed 

coaches. 

 

10. County Organiser and captains’ roles should be clearly defined, and there should be 

a standardised process for SLTA to appoint to these roles, induct and support 

leaders, and monitor performance in these roles through engagement with captains 

and team players. This work should include succession planning and consideration 

as to whether and when it is appropriate to have nonplaying captains. 

 

11. A handbook for captains should be produced to support this process. 

 

12. SLTA should identify one or more Management Committee volunteers to be the 

named lead for supporting one or more County Organisers and captains with the 

organisational tasks of booking accommodation and travel for away matches, 

ensuring that best use is made of the available budget whilst accommodating the 

reasonable needs of players. 

 

13. SLTA should make available regular training opportunities for all County players 

at no cost to them, with input from a coaching team - which players may need to 

fund or contribute towards. 

 

14. SLTA should not expect team members to self-fund the catering costs for home 

matches, over which charges they have no control. 

 

15. SLTA should consider running a veterans tournament and/or league in Suffolk to 

ensure year round play in readiness for the County Cup events. 

 

16. Further consideration should be given to a suggestion that county players be 

expected to enter one or both the Framlingham Tournament and the County Closed. 

 

17. A dialogue with the LTA and other County Associations should be opened 

regarding the findings of this review, with a view to influencing policy and practice 

changes in Seniors County Tennis nationally. 

 

NEXT STEPS 

The management committee asked Sally Gooch to undertake enabling work (drafting terms 

of reference and proposed membership) for a Competitions Subcommittee 

(recommendation 1) to lead and oversee its work on County Tennis and the other 

competitions and tournaments in which it is involved and for which it is responsible. 

 

Once convened, it will be for the Competitions Subcommittee to take forward the 

implementation of recommendations 2-5, 7-16 above, bearing in mind the current financial 

pressures on SLTA’s budget, and remitting to the management committee decisions it 

needs to take.  

 

The management committee asked Sally Gooch to progress the implementation of 

recommendation 6, involving the appropriate people, and in view of the deadlines for team 

nominations. 
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The management committee asked Sally Gooch to share the report with those who 

contributed to the review; current captains and players; Suffolk clubs; the relevant LTA 

national and regional officers; and with the other County Associations in the region 

(recommendation 17). 

 

CONCLUSIONS  

The review was timely, coming at a time when SLTA is required by the LTA and as a 

condition of future LTA funding to have a strategic plan. 

 

 

Sally Gooch 

30th November 2023 
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APPENDIX A 

 

 

LADIES 

Ladies County Organiser: Janie Taylor 

Teams 

Ladies Over 35s Over 40s Over 50s Over 60s Over 65s Over 70s Over 75s 

Captains 

Emily 

Stebbings 

Alice Flatman Alice Flatman Debs Lawton-

Abbott 

Jo Harpur Sue Bennett Dorothy 

Donaldson 

Pat Bashford 

 

 

 

 

MENS 

Mens County Organiser: Charlie Fulcher 

Teams 

Mens Over 35s Over 60s Over 65s Over 75s 

Captains 

Jez Cowley Jez Cowley Charlie Fulcher Andy Clamp Keith Palmer 
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APPENDIX B 

 

RESPONSES TO DATE FROM SURVEY 

 

 
 

If Suffolk LTA was to increase the number of teams, there is a demand for: 

 

Over 55 Ladies (4) 

Over 65 Ladies (2) 

Over 80s Ladies (1) 

Over 80s Mens (2). 

 

 
The respondents have played for Suffolk for 1-40 years, broken down as follows: 

 

1 year – 4 

2-5 years – 9 

6-9 years – 6 

10-14 years – 4 

15-20 years – 4 

30+ years – 3 

 

Note: 2 players play in more than one team. 

 

Five players had played in another Suffolk County Seniors team in the last year. 
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Most players have never played for another county but those who answered in the affirmative 

said: 

 

• Norfolk as a junior (1) 

• Essex as a junior (1) 

• Leicestershire as a junior (1) 

• Essex (2022) 

• Lincolnshire (2) 

• No but now lives in Norfolk. 
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There is support for all of the following: 

 

• Hold an event to which all LTA venues are invited to send their best players in the 

relevant age groups to be considered for selection (7) 

• Publicise the county seniors program so all players know the teams exists and how to 

get involved (19) 

• Facilitate regular captains meetings to share at the players who could play in more than 

one team (7) 

 

Additional comments were: 

 

• Regular team practice sessions where non-team members could be invited along (1) 

• Subsidised travel from abroad, fully fund team so players on losing out financially (1) 

• Pay for flights/time off so that the best senior players are incentivised to play (1) 

• Offer full reimbursement for away matches (1) 

 

One respondent said that ‘some players don’t know how to go about being selected). Another 

said: ‘to be honest SLTA feel completely irrelevant to county matches and training. There is 

no profile/publicity, very little financial support & for any player (not capt). I have no idea who 

you are nor what you do’. 
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There was a lot of support for the following suggestions: 

 

• Level of play in the last 12 months (25) 

• Ability to get along with the rest of the team (25) 

• Willingness to commit to playing the matches for which they are selected (28) 

• Behaviour on court (20) 

• Willingness to commit to regular practice with the rest of the team (23) 

• Willingness to drive to away matches, however far away (19). 

 

Only 4 respondents thought ranking by World Tennis Number relevant. In addition, one 

respondent made the comment that they would use the criterion: ‘best fit for partnerships 

(sometimes the partnership is stronger than the individual players – Synergy)’. Another echoed 

this by saying ‘chemistry of players on court, eg. doubles when practising. 
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The captains who responded have been captains for 1-5 years.  

 

 

 
Respondents included three former captains. The longest someone had been a captain was for 

30 years, their experience spanning several teams. 

 

 
 

• The previous captain asked me to do it (1) 

• The previous captain asked for a volunteer (1) 

• Volunteered (3) 

• I was willing to do it! (1)  

• No-one else wanted to do it (2) 

• I was asked by SLTA (1). 
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• One captain said they had not had to concede a match but had fewer players as a result 

of the pandemic, and could not find replacements 

• One captain had to concede a match because, two teammates having travelled to 

Cornwall, the other two teammates refused to travel at the last minute 

• Another captain had to concede a match to Devon because the whole team considered 

it too far to travel without full reimbursement for travel and accommodation. This was 

based on their experience in 2022 of not being fully reimbursed for travelling to play a 

match in Newcastle upon Tyne. Other costs this year were lower because a husband 

drove the team to play at Bucks. It was reported that two good players would not play 

for County because it would cost too much. It was noted that Bucks also conceded the 

match to Devon 

• The failure of the Ladies Over 35s to play this year because they could not get the full 

team was reported. 
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In addition, one respondent email to say ‘thanks for the opportunity to comment…. The thing 

that rankles most is having to pay for food (not drinks) for home matches; it strikes me as 

almost petty’. 
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APPENDIX C 

 

Summer County Cup  
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Winter County Cup
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Seniors County Cup 
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Over 35s County Cup 

 


