Partnership aims to put junior rugby on the map again
A major resurgence in youth rugby across the Keighley area and beyond is poised for lift-off following the launch of a forward-looking sporting and private sector partnership.

Keighley Albion RFC and Keighley Cougars RLFC have teamed up with Leeds-based High Technology Lighting and mobile communications group Link Telecom, of Keighley, to promote junior rugby in a joint effort to make Keighley the great rugby town of old.

The initiative is being kick-started through a link-up between the Albion U8s & U9s teams and Cougar Cubs.

However, all local young people between the ages of seven and 18, both boys and girls, interested in either rugby league or union, are being encouraged to get fully involved.

There’s an open invitation to youngsters from across the region to attend the first training session, to be held indoors at Marley Stadium, Keighley, this Saturday (Feb 21), 9-30 – 10.30am.

Freddie, the Cougars mascot, will be present, along with Keighley Albion coaches, Cougars Foundation Manager Dean Muir and Cougar players. It promises to be a fun session, with the emphasis on participation for all ages.

The project is the brainchild of Keighley Albion, which launched junior rugby two years ago with just four rugby-mad youngsters. The club now has 20 junior players – and a vision to breathe new life into youth rugby right across the area in the hope that new Under 7s, Under 8s and Under 9s teams can be established to play in the summer leagues.

Dean Brookes, Albion’s first team and junior coach, and club chairman and junior coach John Normington are driving forward the scheme.

They said: “Interest among the region’s children in rugby is waning – it’s a real uphill battle to get young people involved these days. What we are trying to do is promote amateur rugby at all junior and open age levels, with a major emphasis on developing the junior game.

“Some of these youngsters may well go on to play professional rugby, but one of the main thrusts is to allow those that don’t make the grade to continue to play and enjoy amateur rugby at grass roots level. The whole ethos is all about opening up access to youth rugby from the earliest years.” 

Cougars were quick to offer their support when learning of the flagship scheme.  The club is producing 25,000 leaflets promoting the initiative, which are being distributed at Cougar-run street academies and in Freddie Club goody bags going out to all schools across the region.

The club’s community development officer, coaches and players will be involved, while information will also be handed out at school festivals being staged at Cougar Park.

In addition, Albion junior players will be given free entry to all first team home league games on production of a membership card, while Albion junior teams will be able to adopt a player, who will then have a training session with them. A Cougar Cubs v Albion Juniors match is also being lined up for Good Friday.

Cougars’ general manager Helen Carter said: "Junior rugby league is paramount to the success of the Cougars and we have been committed to developing the game at grass roots level for many years through our award-winning development programme in schools. 

“Many of our 1st team players have come through the Keighley Cougar Cubs, including James Feather, Gavin Duffy, Simon Bissell, Tom Hall and Karl Smith. Developing players at this level really does benefit us, not only on the pitch, but also because these young players become our future fans."

Corporate sector support has been pledged by High Technology Lighting and Link Telecom.

Graham Kemp, joint managing director of High Technology Lighting, lives in Riddlesden and his son Harvey plays for Albion Juniors. His company already sponsors an Albion kit and has now agreed to season-long sponsorship deal in the Cougars match day programme as part of the package.

Graham said: “Initiatives such as this teach our young people all about team spirit and camaraderie by getting them out and about and involved in a healthy, safe and structured sporting environment to assist their future development. 

“We want as many youngsters as possible to turn up at Saturday’s first training session and urge them to bring along a friend. Let’s get youth rugby up and running again and help make Keighley a great rugby town once more.”

Gary Fawcett, chief executive of Link Telecom, was initially concerned because there were no opportunities for his nine-year-old son Sam to play junior rugby locally. Now a director of Keighley Cougars – his company is also one of the North of England’s leading private sector sponsors of education-related initiatives – Gary said: 

“It’s all about raising awareness of this vital initiative at every opportunity - and getting the region’s children and young people engaged in junior rugby, both from a very young age, while at the same time encouraging any late starters. These young people represent the future of rugby in Keighley.”

Once the weather improves, future junior rugby training sessions will be held at Albion’s Highfield Lane playing fields from beginning of March, with training continuing indoors at Marley Sports Hall on Saturday mornings (9.30am start). 

Full details about Saturday’s opening training session and the project in general are available from Dean Brookes on 07802 328390, e-mail tucker.brookes@blueyonder.com or John Normington on 07725 230368, e-mail johnpnormington@googlemail.com
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Pic caption: Teaming up to promote junior rugby across the Keighley area are, from left, Link Telecom’s Gary Fawcett, Keighley Cougars Helen Carter, Keighley Albion’s Dean Brookes and High Technology Lighting’s Graham Kemp.

For further info, contact Robin Moule, Moule Media, 01756-700445, mobile 07976-559961, e-mail robin@moulemedia.com
