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Introduction

On November 13 and 14, the UPA put on the National League Conference in Boulder Colorado, which is where the UPA is headquartered.. Until now, the UPA has primarily been an organization of tournament players, with its biggest programs being the Club and College championship series. The tournament players have had more pressing reasons to collaborate on rules, procedures and so forth, so that they could have fair and exciting competition when they met at tournaments, than local leagues, which needn’t necessarily agree with each other on anything. So to this point, most of the UPA focus has been on tournament players.

The conference was primarily organized by Melanie Byrd, the UPA staff person in charge of outreach and membership, and Tommy Proulx, a UPA board member and an organizer of BUDA, Megan Fidell, the founder of the Sacramento league, and Darren Shulz, founder of the Pittsburgh High School league. The conference included organizers from the following leagues:

Twin Cities Ultimate League (TCUL) – MN
Philadelphia Area Disc Alliance (PADA) – PA
Pittsburgh High School Ultimate League (PHUL) – PA
Sacramento Ultimate Players Association (SUPA) – CA
Minnesota High School League – MN
Washington Area Frisbee Club (WAFC) – DC
Pittsburgh Summer League – PA
Ann Arbor Ultimate – MI
Madison Ultimate Frisbee Association – WI
Birmingham Ultimate Disc Association (BUDA) – AL
St. Louis Summer League – MO
Boston Area Disc Alliance (BUDA) – MA
Denver Summer Ultimate League – CO
Columbia Ultimate League – MO
San Francisco Ultimate League (SFUL) – CA
Atlanta Junior Fall League – GA
Colorado Youth Ultimate League – CO
Grass Roots Ultimate (GRU) – CO
South Bay Ultimate League – CA
Mid-Peninsula Ultimate League – CA
DiscNW – WA
Association de Ultimate de Montréal – QC
Ultimate Chicago – IL
Erie Pennsylvania Ultimate Frisbee Association (EPUFA) – PA
Ottawa-Carleton Ultimate Association (OCUA) – ON

This list includes leagues as young as 2 years old, and as old as more than 20 years old, and as small as 100 players and as large as 5000 players. Some of the leagues are for high school teams or players, but most are for adults. All of the leagues that are larger than Ann Arbor, such as Ottawa (5000), Seattle (2500-3000), Washington DC (2000), Boston (2500-3000), Montreal (1600), Philadelphia (1000?), and Madison (1000), and Chicago (1000) are mostly or completely made up of what we called clique leagues or corporate leagues: leagues where players join as a team, not as individuals.

Organization Structure

Most of the leagues are incorporated. Some have 501©(3) charitable tax status. Some have boards of directors that are elected by the members. Also, some leagues requires members to officially join, and pay a fee for belonging in addition to individual league fees. A few of the leagues such as Ottawa and Montreal have a paid staff member, but most do not. All leagues need volunteers to operate, and have different ways to attract and keep volunteers. Some leagues give volunteers incentives such as free registration, gear or swag, or ski passes. An important principal that was discussed was burnout. Many organizers are better at doing things than delegating. The result can be that a few organizers do all the jobs. There are many down sides to this, not least that when one of these key people leaves, there are a lot of jobs that only they knew how to do.

Incorporation and Tax Status

It is important for leagues to be incorporated. Non-incorporated leagues (such as ours) put their organizers at financial risk, since if there was an accident or injury, organizers would not have the protection of a corporation. Once the organization is incorporated, it will need to file tax returns. In order to avoid paying taxes, it is worth while to apply for non-profit tax status. 501c4 status means that the corporation is not profit, and therefore does not need to pay corporate taxes. 501c3 status is granted when the corporation is a charitable organization, and is more difficult to obtain. In order to get 501c3 status, the corporation must demonstrate that it is one of a list of categories of information, such as organizations that “Lessen the burden of government” or “Erect public buildings”. The main benefit of 501c3 status over 501c4 is that it allows people to make tax deductible deductions to the organization. 

League Structure

There is a very wide variety of how leagues are organized. There were several team formation schemes used. Many large leagues were what we referred to as clique leagues, i.e. the players joined as a team. This has some team balance issues, i.e. there might be a few teams that dominated others. Some of the large leagues divided into divisions so that stronger teams would play only or mostly other teams in their stronger division. In most leagues with superstar club teams, the club players like playing against their teammates, so they divide up among several league teams. In Madison, there is a rule that there can’t be more than 2 elite club players in the game for a team at once.

The other two methods are captain draft, where captains draft their teams like our competitive division, or a league draft (or dictator draft) where the league tries to form balanced teams, like our recreational divisions. I heard a couple of interesting variations on these. One had to do with baggage groups in a captain draft. In this league, all the male (for example) players were ranked and listed in order. When drafting, the captain was only permitted to choose from a window of the top 10 or 20 ranked players. And if a member of a baggage group of someone already on your team is in the 10 or 20 available players, the captain MUST draft that player. Another variation, for league draft, was to allow the captains to form a core of players, possible of half or more of the players on the team, and let the captains pick the rest.

Some of the leagues require the captains to rank the players on their team, and then save those rankings and use them to get more accurate rankings of the players than their self rankings.

There are likely to be some team formation programs available from the UPA or other leagues that we might use, though there is no way to know if they would improve on the program we already have.

Fields

Almost all of the leagues had issues with securing fields to play on. I’ll just mention a couple of interesting groups in this regard.

OCUA, the league in Ottawa Canada, is the largest in the world, with over 350 teams in their summer league and close to 5000 players. In the late nineties they began a process to buy a sod farm and develop their own fields. The project took several years, cost a total of $600,000, included lots of financing and contracting issues, and was completed with 17 irrigated and two non-irrigated ultimate fields. The project was quite stressful, and in order to pay for it team fess rose from $250 to $950 (canadian) in about 5 years. And now, they still need more fields.

WAFC in Washington DC uses federal land as their fields. They get all they want for free. But the fields are not very good quality.

DiscNW in Seattle has a whole team of people dedicated to finding and securing fields. They have a map of all the land in the area, and field team members assigned to various suburbs who look for fields. They participate in political meetings, lobbying, and parternering to get more fields created and secure rights to use them. 

UPA Programs

Melanie Byrd gave a presentation of how UPA sanctioning works, and then the group spent quite a while making suggestions about how the program could be better suited to ultimate leagues. It was pointed out that there are several barriers to leagues become sanctioned, not least the requirement that a paper waiver be signed and returned for each player. I believe that most of the larger leagues are not sanctioned, though I’m not certain of this. I think that the UPA reps were surprised to learn that many leagues (like ours) have insurance but are not required to file a paper waiver for each player. I think there is a good possibility that at some point in the, there will be some new options that would make it easier for leagues to be sanctioned.

A major group of suggestions involved creating an online home for league organizers, including forums and places for uploading and sharing documents. It was clear that rec.sport.disc is not particularly well suited to local league issues, but that there is a lot of information that can be usefully shared. I’m not sure whether this will be hosted by the UPA or one of the leagues, such as ours. Another groups of suggestions had to do with better communication from the UPA to leagues about benefits and programs.

Web Sites

There was a discussion about what kinds of features various leagues have on their web sites. A really interesting one is the Pittsburgh site, where there is a personal player page for each player, which shows what teams each player has been on, what their records were, etc. Also, many leagues have discussion forums on their sites. 

My main take away from this discussion was that there are many interesting features we could implement that would add to our community. While the discussion was helpful, it’s easy enough for anyone to look around on the web and check out various leagues’ web sites.

Media and Publicity

Michael Degnan is the UPA media person. He showed an example of a press release and talked a little about how to get the attention of the press. He talked about trying to establish relationships with reporters. He also mentioned that some organizations utilize a service. The service costs some amount per month or year, plus something for each press release. The service is supposed to make sure your press release gets to all the media outlets. It’s possible that in the future, the UPA and leagues could jointly hire a service and share the costs.

An exciting development is that the UPA has partnered with Whamo. Whamo will be selling a disc suitable for ultimate that will include an instructional DVD. I received a DVD at the conference which I believe is the same DVD.

Miscellaneous

There was lots of other information presented on a variety of other topics, including youth ultimate, coed and women’s ultimate, sponsorship, and tournaments. Overall, I think this conference was a very good start to a longer conversation among the local leagues. Because leagues can function entirely independently of one another, there has been less national coordination than among tournament players, but I think there is a lot to be gained by continuing a strong dialogue

The Future

As far as leagues go, I hope that the collection of ultimate leagues will establish a dialogue, and function as a very loose federation. Some people talked about more organized concepts, such as an ultimate bank which helped a league buying land borrow from another league.

I returned with a list of things that I think Ann Arbor Ultimate should be moving forward on, including:

Incorporate and establish non-profit status.

Establish a slightly more organized volunteer and work system, where the positions are a little more defined and we document procedures. The goal is to pass the “hit by a bus test”: could the league survive if one of the key volunteers stopped contributing at all.

Look into offering a clique division. I feel that we could do this in such a way that our recreational division is still our highest priority.

Support the development of youth ultimate in the area.

