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The World Swimming Coaches Association 
has called for support for a proposal by 
Australian Coach Bill Sweetenham for an 
independent audit and review of  FINA, to 
cover finance, governance and operations. 
Such audits/reviews are common practice in 
all industries. The international Track and 
Field federation is about to begin one. USA 
Swimming has done four of  them in the past 
three decades and expects another one this 
year. FINA has never undergone one.

The following articles relate to this conflict. 
FINA is not serving anyone except itself  
right now. A review can propose new methods 
and means of  using its finances, new processes 
to produce open and transparent governance 
and decision making, and search for serious 
and obvious improvements in operations.

For one idea, a separate federation for 
Swimming. Is there an “Ice” federation for 
hockey, figure skating, speed skating and ice 
dancing? All because they are on ICE? Why 
is our Federation suffering from trying to 
attend to things as different as Water Polo, 
Diving and Synchronized Swimming? Each 
deserves its own international federation. 
WE ALL DESERVE BETTER!

This relates to every coach in the world, from 
the part time coach of  novice swimmers to the 
coaches of  the world’s elite. FINA purports 
to serve us all. It’s time that in reality, a 
swimming federation does. From development 
of  the sport in countries where it is of  little 
current import, to the swimming powers.

WE ALL DESERVE BETTER.
- John Leonard
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John, you know my emails tend to have that 
touch of  nostalgia to them; but here is a 
post that I just wrote about Eddie Reese in 
Swimming World Magazine and I wanted 
your thoughts...

“The only part that I think people have 
overlooked in all of  this talk about how great 
Eddie is…and he has been successful in the 
80s, 90s, 2000s, and again in 2010s (didn’t 
know quite how to phrase this decade?)…
is to just think about how much the athletes 
AND parents have changed over those 
decades! Then you truly understand how 
awesome he really is! Most elite coaches 

have stretches of  20-25 years of  success, 
but then their “method” finally ends up 
being ineffective…that’s why Eddie doesn’t 
have equals in this profession.

“Eddie, you deserve every bit of  the 
recognition that you’re getting now!!!!!”

Doc, Peter Daland, George Haines, or even 
Jon Urbanchek didn’t accomplish what Eddie 
has. The only one that I think could’ve done it 
was Richard if  he was still alive today.

Thoughts?

- Gordy westerberg
Vipers of  Albuquerque Swim Team

“your child’s success or lack of  success 
in sports does not indicate what kind 
of  parent you are. But having an athlete 
that is coachable, respectful, a great 
teammate, mentally tough, resilient and 
tries their best is a direct reflection of  
your parenting.”

- Coach John A. Casadia, Vineland, NJ

Coach Casadia, a longtime coach in New 
Jersey, put this on a sign in his pool and 
made up plastic gift cards for his parents 
with the great message above.

Coach John, thanks for sharing!

Letters
to the Editor
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FINA has been offered an olive branch. It 
should take it – and be grateful for the chance 
to avoid a conflict with its membership that, 
ultimately, it cannot win.

The idea of  a review held by any group 
of  skilled independent professionals that 
the federation has no control over is not 
one that will occur instantly as an inviting 
prospect to many of  those at the helm of  
the international federation.

After all, some in those key positions feel 
somewhat safe as they move in numbers 
within a system that has served them – but 
not athletes and coaches and swimming’s 
reputation – well for many years.

They have lived, one might easily conclude, 
in a comfort blanket of  their own stitching. 
Sharing a little warmth through prize money 
held up like some sacred cow to ease the 
crowd’s temper is simply not cutting the 
mustard, neither in terms of  FINA’s ability 
to attract even a majority of  the best to any 
of  its world cup events for all too many years 
nor when we consider what might be possible 
if  the international federation cut its cloth 
with water not wine in mind.

As Bill Sweetenham rightly points out: 
not all in the world of  FINA is wrong. 
A great deal of  good work has gone in 

to ensure that events such as the World 
Championships, the long-course showcase 
set to unfold this July and August, run like 
clockwork and serve the athlete well. Much 
excellent energy has been spent down the 
years laying down rules that standardize 
facilities, race conditions, parameters for 
record-setting, lines forbidding doping and 
much else that speaks to safety, fairness and 
a world-class environment parents would 
willingly place their children in.

And yet, as we look back at the record of  those 
who run FINA, we cannot help but be deeply 
troubled: those rules, those parameters, those 
health and safety issues settled on by experts 
in their field have been ignored, overlooked 
and disrespected by people in leadership 
positions as and when (and all too often) 
politics and personal ambitions weighed more 
heavily than the very Constitution of  the 
body of  people they were there to serve.

The system is failing – at least that is the 
conclusion of  vast shoals of  folk for whom 
swimming is a daily habit, a way of  life, 
even, perhaps, a religion. The conclusion 
that the system is moving down a different 
track to the will of  the wider constituency 
in swimming has become ever easier to 
reach in the past few years. The past 12 
months alone have delivered a series of  

decisions not only deeply questionable 
and unpopular but made by people who 
have broken or failed to enforce their own 
rules and upheld and tolerated by others 
who have turned a blind eye to the FINA 
Constitution and many a clear line in the 
governing and guiding handbook – and thus 
the will of  Congress, the highest authority 
in the sport. Read all about it, as they say, 
via the links at the foot of  this editorial.

If  the system challenges the sport, it has gone 
unchallenged by far too many for far too long. 
Bill Sweetenham’s words sum up the feelings 
of  many key people who believe FINA has 
reached a tipping point but they go further: a 
lifeline has been thrown.

Independent review of  system and procedure, 
the goal a better way, a brighter outcome, 
a result that allows the term “swimming 
family” to be used without the connotation 
and caricature of  Machiavelli and mafia.

As the Australian suggests, review, the 
kind of  spring clean that resists sweeping 
dirt under carpets, is what any sensible 
organization must do if  it is to keep up with 
the times and even, dare we dream it, get 
ahead of  the curve, become more pioneer 
and pathfinder than erratic follower of  
fashions that speak to the status and shilling 
of  the men in suits best cleaned dry.

FinA Future or
future without fiNA?

That is the Question as We Welcome Call for Review.

March 8, 2015 - By Craig Lord, SwimVortex.com
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Sweetenham’s approach is pragmatic. The 
days ahead will reveal what level of  support 
there is for his suggestions – from coaches and 
swimmers, foremost, but also from national 
federations. The instinct of  the latter will 
be to keep heads below the parapet, to close 
ranks. Yet now is the time that they must 
be asked by their membership of  coaches, 
swimmers, parents, those who foot most 
of  the bill most of  the time, to show their 
cards and tell us all what kind of  future they 
envisage for swimming at a time when FINA 
is letting the side down on a regular basis.

With respect to the vast number of  200-plus 
federations that make up FINA but have no 
elite swimming programs whatsoever and no 
swimming programs full stop to speak about 
in a lot of  cases, the national authorities that 
need to provide an answer are those 20 or so 
that place swimmers in the top 100 and on 
international podiums on a regular basis.

Time for omertà to be sunk like a shiny 
suit on January 1, 2010. The deep-rooted 
family sense of  a code of  silence, a complete 
avoidance of  aggravation with authorities has 
landed swimming in a quagmire of  mediocrity 
and acceptance of  the unacceptable.

In the days ahead, questions will arise over 
what kind of  body, which kind of  people 
would fit the bill of  independent review; 
whether FINA will grasp the nettle, work 
with its wider community or sink deeper 
into a shell of  self-protection that has more 
cracks in it than is safe for its own survival; 
the terms of  reference, timing and scope of  
any review, including consideration of  the 
case for having swimming governed apart 
from its current aquatic mates in a stable of  
very different creatures.

Few want to see FINA as an entity sunk 
after 107 years of  existence but the history 
of  those years belongs to an association 
of  world swimming largely locked out of  
decision-making processes. Time for those 
blocking the way to step aside, let the light in 
and be judged by independent process. only 
that will decide if  the ridicule they and their 
actions have attracted is fair or foul.

FINA is now in the spotlight, its next move 
critical to how it will be perceived by its 
membership, critical, perhaps, to its very 
survival. Failure to respond, failure to engage 
with coaches, athletes and others keen to work 
on the betterment of  swimming governance 
and what that could deliver for the sport 
will result in a deepening of  schism already 

trench-like in 
dimension.

As you read 
Sweetenham’s 
words, it is hard 
to disagree with 
his overview of  
where FINA 
and the sport 
of  swimming 
stand right now.

tipping Point
The notion 
of  review fits 
the moment 
perfectly. The 
old guard has 
a chance to 
state its case for maintaining a status quo 
many are deeply unhappy with. Sweetenham 
asks “use by date?” Certainly, the time is up 
for a system of  grace and favor in which 
questions are unwelcome; in which committee 
recommendations and calls for action are 
entirely ignored to the point of  not a single 
word of  feedback from the top table; in which 
doping cases come with serious doubts about 
the commitment of  FINA bosses to clean 
sport and the Constitution; in which there 
is scant or no challenge whatsoever to the 
executive even when rules are ignored so 
that Putin can be honored [long ago at a time 
of  Dr Kipke and mates FINA surely learned 
that it should not honor systems and political 
leaders – the clause that allows it to still do 
so should be burnt at the stake as swiftly as 
possible]; so that events can return to waters 
in which an athlete died just a few years ago 
and more rules can be ignored in an attempt 
to buy the backing of  athletes; so that world 
records set in pools that do not comply with 
minimum standards may stand; so that shiny 
suits can be poured into the pool at the say 
of  a handful of  folk whose decisions and the 
suits are ultimately sunk not through sensible 
decision of  the executive but by the force and 
weight of  wishes at Congress; and on and on.

The issues are one thing but what the review 
needs to consider is how the system of  
governance and controls, the very structures 
in place at FINA contribute to a dictatorial-
style of  leadership that has led to a vast gulf  
of  difference between what FINA bosses 
decide and what the wider membership wants 
– or in many cases does not want.

Sweetenham notes the good work within 
FINA. He is right to do so and that work 

and what works must be recognized by 
the review, too. Many of  you will have 
experienced it: get a new app, bit of  
software, hardware, computer, phone, TV 
and you wow at the new features before that 
sinking feeling kicks in and you ask ‘but 
what did they do with features x, Y and Z… 
they’re not there … No!!!!”

What any review must avoid is throwing the 
baby out with the bath water.

The distinction of  what works and what 
does not in FINA World is fairly clear: one 
side of  the coin we find over-blown blazers 
playing politics (proposing changes to the 
Constitution to get the old president back in 
for a third ten even though he came in on a 
ticket of  ‘two terms only’, for example) and 
making blunder after blunder while silent 
peers sit on the benches beside them simply 
keeping the cushions warm for the sake of  
their own backsides; while on the other side 
of  the coin we find those who actually sit 
and deliberate over how to run meets, how to 
make the show work, how to get it right in 
rules and on race day. There are a few who 
live in both those worlds but it is the role of  
the latter that FINA needs to keep, the former 
that it needs to ditch if  it is to have a future.

Many have already come to the view that 
replacement is the only way forward, 
FINA too ingrained in its ways and 
comforts to change.

Do we, at SwimVortex, vote for replacement 
or repair? That now depends on FINA’s 
response to Sweetenham’s olive branch. If  
those in charge in Lausanne and at the top 
table see no need to speak to their wider 
membership, then their fate is sealed. It will 
be a matter of  time before swimming takes 
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a different turn, one led by leading coaches, 
swimmers, among others – and even sponsors, 
the FINA fatigue I hear from partners of  the 
international federation louder than ever, 
albeit privately expressed.

Truce is what is on offer. FINA should stand 
back, take in the seascape, understand how 
the water is moving in relation to the wind 
and weather around it.

The mood music is all about if  FINA 
bosses choose to hear: swimming back in 
the UAE where Fran Crippen died but the 
same country stripped of  two international 
endurance events by the International 
Equestrian Federation in order to protect 
horse (not human) welfare; as FINA fails to 
enforce the WADA Code and impose a second 
penalty on Sun Yang’s doctor and penalizes 
the Chinese Swimming Association, we hear 
news today that former cycling bosses stand 
accused by the current UCI’s report of  
having colluded with Lance Armstrong; as 
FINA prepares to smile and shake hands with 
all and sundry in Kazan at a time when Russia 
has the worst doping record in sport and 
Putin’s name can be found on a decree calling 
for all anti-doping samples to be opened at the 
Russian border before leaving the country in 
what would represent monstrous flouting of  
the WADA Code.

The FINA Executive Director Cornel 
Marculescu has been quoted as saying he had 
not seen the ARD documentaries alleging 
systematic doping in Russian sport – with a 
link to swimming. Links to the whole series 
landed in the director’s inbox some while ago 
and he would be wise to have caught up – 
same for the whole FINA Bureau – at a time 
when WADA has commissioned an inquiry 
led by Dick Pound.

After taking in that landscape, FINA should 
take the plunge. Accept review and repair, 
reject replacement – or be replaced.

Voting, Christmas & turkeys
The record shows us that welcoming Review 
through the door would not come naturally 
to FINA. Indeed, even benign offers of  
assistance are often ignored if  they are not 
perceived to be high enough on the ranking 
of  political or commercial imperative.

Well over a decade ago, the kind folk at the 

Wimbledon press operation in London at the 
All England Tennis Club, granted me a day 
pass so that I could visit the press facilities 
and pass on what I’d seen to the world of  
swimming. I not only did that but passed on, 
too, an invitation for FINA press services to 
visit Wimbledon away from the heat of  the 
Wimbledon tournament and pick up tips for 
how swimming could make things better. 
Things like full printed (and now digital) 
press conference transcripts in pigeon holes 
(and now email boxes) within 20 minutes or so 
of  the end of  each of  those press conferences 
with athletes, coaches and others.

It is only in the past olympic cycle that such a 
service exists in swimming: USA Swimming 
used it at olympic trials in 2012 – and it was 
terrific for the working media there. It has yet 
to make the world of  FINA and not through 
any lack of  budget – simply because they’ve 
shown no interest, just as they never took up 
the offer of  a visit to the Wimbledon press 
service, which involves more people than the 
entire staff  of  FINA in Lausanne.

And just as they haven’t listened down 
the years to some of  the most basic media 
requirements at world championships: in 
2013, large numbers of  media were placed 
behind the finish line of  the pool, unable 
to see bits of  races because their few was 
obstructed by kit and canopy and unable to 
see the end of  races (somewhat essential 
when the editor paying several thousand 
dollars to have you there calls to ask about 
the controversial finish in the headlines and 
hears ‘no, sorry, I couldn’t see it’.

The above are niche examples among 
myriad in many fields I and others can point 
to when we say ‘you can stay in the system 
all you like, but if  the change you seek is 
not convenient to the incumbents, you can 
count on it being left on a shelf ’. Indeed, you 
can count on it that some issues, supposedly 
conveyed to the ruling Bureau by Bureau 
liaison members, from ‘expert’ committees 
will never see the light of  day. In January 
2014, seven issues raised at the Media 
Committee meeting in Lausanne for Bureau 
consideration, failed to attract an answer to 
committee members by the time I resigned 
from the group in october 2014.

one of  those issues was for the Bureau to 
consider honoring those athletes affected by 

almost two decades of  the GDR’s systematic 
doping State Plan 14:25 in a way that 
recognized that the winners from the GDR 
were also victims and should no be made 
victims a second time round through removal 
of  medals. I was an attempt by the likes of  
SwimVortex, Swimming World and the many 
who support the notion as we approach the 
40th anniversary of  1976 olympic Games 
at which GDR’s steroid-assisted women 
swept the board on the way to consequences 
including serious medical problems, the birth 
of  disabled children and more.

The answer of  the FINA Bureau? Silence. 
Why? As one insider explained “best let 
sleeping dogs lie”. Especially when some of  
those in charge now were in charge then and 
were in charge in the late 1990s when the 
likes of  Dr Lothar Kipke, a former member 
of  the FINA Medical Commission and a 
member of  the Hitler Youth earlier in his life, 
were handed criminal sentences in German 
courts for their role in abusing young 
athletes. During all of  those years, nothing 
was done beyond an acknowledgment from 
the likes of  Gunnar Werner, the Swedish 
judge who was once a prominent member of  
the FINA Bureau and often tried (sometimes 
failing to provide clarity of  thought when it 
came to FINA’s responsibly and ) to answer 
tricky questions, that the GDR used doping. 
There was never an acknowledgment that 
FINA could and should have played a part 
in preventing what amounted to monstrous 
abuse all round and on many levels.

I have heard some in FINA shrug and say 
‘it has nothing to do with us’ when it comes 
to such substantial parts of  its own history. 
They feel, somehow, detached. But they need 
only look at USA Swimming to understand 
how that can never be the case when you ‘run’ 
a sport. It was not USA Swimming’s fault 
that rogue coaches abused their charges for 
many years without being called to account 
but, by God, it is USA Swimming that must 
work and work and work yet harder for Safe 
Sport and do all it can to redress a past in 
which it could have done more to help victims 
and clear the sport of  rogues, say victims. 
That much we now know and it is one of  the 
prime reasons why Chuck Wielgus, CEo of  
USA Swimming, eventually said “sorry”: not 
sorry for the crimes he could not possibly 
take responsibility for but for the tardiness of  

Future Without FINA? (Continued)
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response, for remaining silent for far too long, 
according to some of  those abused and those 
representing them.

FINA has not only been tardy in its response 
on many issues that do not hold the promise 
of  a fat return on the financial and political 
fronts but has been all too fast on the trigger 
when dollar signs are what they’re dreaming 
of: from doping through to underwater 
cameras and much else, no action; shiny suits 
poured in to the pool without any proper 
testing or consideration beyond what many 
in the sport call the apocryphal “three men 
and a bucket of  water in Cornel’s office” saga 
because that’s the way suits were approved in 
the years before the bodysuit bomb.

No, sorry, yon colleague who visited 
swimming from the IoC and said when I 
resigned from the media committee that he 
preferred to stay and try and change things: I, 
among many others, have tried that for more 
than 25 years- and the heart of  the beast 
thuds at the same pace and intent, quickening 
only when someone dangles a dollar sign and 
the drooling pays plaudits to Pavlov.

The reason why you and others often stay, 
yon colleague, is because passage is funded 
by those who you are trying to change. In 
FINA, a call for change results in you being 
locked out, as Steven Munatones has noted 
here at SwimVortex, even when the issues 
are a matter of  life and death. We can expect 
more with similar experiences to come 
forward as time goes by.

Mediocrity the Medal
Uber control and a rejection of  challenge 
is holding swimming back. Many of  
you will have seen those TV shows in 
which celebrities jump off  diving boards 
or worse still purport to take on fit and 
sporty members of  the public in sporting 
challenges for points. It is all presented as 
though it might rival the olympics one day. 
of  course, it is largely mediocrity minus and 
a million miles from the daily dedication, 
determination and discipline and honing 
of  supreme, natural talent that leads to the 
olympic podium in he pool. Truly different 
realms but the window dressing suggests 
otherwise in the name of  entertainment.

The World Cup in swimming is well beyond 
those TV shows of  mediocrity dressed as 

excellence but it, too, falls somewhere along 
the fault line of  falling shy. FINA bosses seem 
to care less about the quality of  the world they 
govern than the quantity, understand little 
about why long-course matters more than 
short-course and choose to look the other 
way when it is glaringly obvious that more 
than half  of  the world’s very best simply 
bypass the so-called ‘world cup’ entirely, year 
after year after year.

Sweetenham makes the point in his own 
words. Using my own words, I describe it 
as a form of  dumbing down and bad choices 
the further swimming goes down the road of  
money first, athlete second. That manifests 
itself  in myriad ways in FINA, from its failure 
to speak out loud and clear in opposition to 
NBC’s night-swimming Games in Rio to its 
failure to see that the presence of  a Russian 
sponsor for a world cup event or a Chinese 
sponsor for a diving event, a Red Bull can 
in return for a handful of  folk chucking 
themselves off  cliffs, makes no more for 
world-class sport and entertainment than 
one swallow does a summer.

The commercial imperative is not wrong – 
but the choices made within that realm have 
taken swimming down the wrong lane when 
it comes to events, hosting of  events, choice 
of  hosts and venues and even the handing 
out of  prizes, honorary and otherwise, 
stretching even to the choices made by FINA 
for its ‘swimmers of  the year’ (no criteria in 
place because that would lessen the power of  
shenanigan).

In this article headed “Beware the 
gravitational pull of  mediocrity” in The 
Guardian last week, comes this:

“Survival of  the fittest” isn’t a progression 
towards greatness; it just means the survival 
of  the sufficiently non-terrible.

And mediocrity is cunning: it can disguise 
itself  as achievement. The cliche of  a 
“mediocre” worker is a Dilbert-esque manager 
with little to do. But as Greg McKeown notes, 
in his book Essentialism: The Disciplined 
Pursuit of  Less, the busyness of  the go-
getter can lead to mediocrity, too. Throw 
yourself  at every opportunity and you’ll 
end up doing unimportant stuff  – and badly. 
You can’t fight this with motivational tricks 
or cheesy mission statements: you need a 

discipline, a rule you apply daily, to counter 
the pull of  the sub-par.”

Quite so. Within FINA, you will find both of  
the above at play:

 » the Dilbert-esque manager: in the 
words of  one Bureau member at a world 
championships ‘I just love coming to 
FINA events – after a couple of  meetings, 
I have nothing to do but enjoy this 
beautiful weather and place’ – the person 
in question was, at the time, facing the 
sun inland, his back to the open water 
action spilling on the waves of  a choppy 
day behind him

 » the Poor Self-Serving Choices: in 
an ocean of  choices on that theme we 
recall Rome 2009 as athletes queued in 
a tunnel in temperatures of  more than 
40C to get hold of  a used suit to wear, 
FINA grandees could be found being 
entertained to another fine lunch, a 
dinner here another one there, a VIP 
lounge on the way, all in air-conditioned 
comfort at that, too, and most of  those 
folk wearing suits and ties and belt and 
shoes and caps and carrying bags and 
even laptops supplied as gifts to those 
who are welcome to stay on the train as 
long as they don’t kick up a fuss when 
told ‘this is what we’ve decided – all 
happy, good, next item.’

the rot has to Stop
FINA has had over a century to say what it 
wants and where it is taking swimming. For 
most of  that period the good outweighed 
the bad, though the ugly was never far away, 
whether that was doping, the treatment of  
“non-amateurs”; the olympic champion who 
borrowed a flag and got slapped with a ban 
beyond the wildest nightmares of  Sun Yang, 
Dr Ba, Yuliya Efimova and many others; 
whole systems that cheated with steroids 
for the best part of  two decades but were 
rewarded with FINA honors still in place 
to this day, even when it comes to folk with 
criminal records.

Review is the best offer FINA could ever get. 
It should grab its chance.
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FINA, the international swimming federation, 
is in crisis. Schism runs deep and Swimming 
HQ in Lausanne is barely on talking terms 
with its critics, including a body of  coaches 
with a treasury on their account of  olympic 
and World Championships medalists 
impressive enough to merit a dedicated wing 
of  the International Swimming Hall of  Fame 
all to themselves. In newspaper columns the 
world over, the media database confirms, as 
well as through social media, world-class 
swimmers are echoing and throwing their 
weight behind the views expressed by the 
likes of  George Bovell and covered deep and 
wide on this website.

A way Forwards
Today brings an important intervention in 
the debate, an olive branch offered on behalf  
of  leading coaches and their athletes by Bill 
Sweetenham. His experience and credentials 
for serving as a leadership voice for many who 
work at the coalface of  the sport decade in, 
decade out, are impeccable, regardless of  who 
and how many may agree or disagree with the 
messages he brings.

After private conversations and exchanges 
with coaching peers and others, the Australian 
asks FINA to accept an independent audit 
and review of  the federation and its modus 

operandi so that swimming can move on 
and strive for a better outcome for the sport 
worldwide.

It is time to decide, says Sweetenham, whether 
FINA should be repaired or replaced. The 
only way an answer can be found is for FINA 
to open up, let in the light of  independent 
review by professional experts, and then 
accept any recommendations for change, no 
matter what, in the interests of  swimming 
and in order to secure the survival of  a 
federation out of  sync with the community it 
is supposed to serve. The review should also 
consider a future for swimming, Sweetenham 
suggests, as a sport apart from those which 
FINA has placed in the “aquatics” stable even 
though there is scant connection between 
those worlds.

Use by Date? – By Bill Sweetenham
I have listened to the comments by many 
credible and professional experts on 
their view about the FINA organization. 
These are comments from people who 
have greater credentials, knowledge and 
experience than I do.

one cannot be more impressed with those 
who are speaking out. Before making my 
observations it is important for me to 
acknowledge that history will indicate 

that FINA has achieved much good for all 
concerned in its long history. However, like 
all businesses and organizations, the system 
unless it faces modernization of  strategies 
within the complexities of  improvement 
or change is soon left with its stakeholders 
and customers struggling to understand the 
future and opportunity for the organization to 
maintain its strength.

The corporate world, the armed forces 
and the sporting world have learned that 
continual evolution and a requirement for 
improvement, visionary leadership and 
change is tied to constant evaluation. Audits, 
reviews and performance analyses all play 
a part in designing strategies and success 
for their future and hopefully successful 
operation.

In sport and in particular, olympic sport 
every successful nation has the opportunity to 
review and address improvement every four 
years as a consequence of  their own olympic 
performance in terms of  successful strategies 
and organization. At the 2000 olympics in 
Sydney, Australia learned across many sports 
that change was happening and coming in 
many different formats. The sports which 
had continued success on the international 
scene from Australia as a result of  the Sydney 
olympics learned that sport must become an 

An olive Branch For FINA
AS SchiSm DeepeNS

Time for Review to Decide Repair or Replace?

March 8, 2015 - By Craig Lord, SwimVortex.com
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entertainment industry as much as a sporting 
culture and organization.

The challenge, of  course, for sports that 
learned this lesson was to stay true to their 
core values while addressing improvements 
and change. This is not an easy thing to do. 
Many a head coach has lost their position 
due to the perceived under-achievement 
of  their nation’s olympic team. However, 
very few national CEos have endured the 
same outcome. only the head coach is held 
accountable and responsible, quite often for 
environmental or leadership issues beyond 
their control.

Society across all facets of  life has changed 
significantly in the last 15 years. The 
coaching and management of  young men 
and women has had to address both cultural 
and social change in the modernization of  
applied athlete management and technical 
coaching of  the individual. The 4-year 
audit of  the olympic Games shows that the 
performance and accurate decision making is 
a consequence of  a very complex period of  
change and improvement.

Not just our sport of  swimming, but many 
sports have moved forward with new 
technology and application. At least partly 
because of  this strategy, I have been involved 
with coaching successful athletes at every 
olympic Games since 1976. In doing this, 
no two olympic Games have ever been the 
same and no two athletes have been the same. 
The coach must be visionary in addressing 
performance needs and apply strategies of  
improvement from one olympics to the next. 
For young coaches in today’s world, they 
are going to require enormous amounts of  
assistance and support in their vision of  what 
the successful coach and winning athlete look 
like in 2024. It certainly will not resemble 
what we see in today’s world.

Given the facts and opinions that have been 
published recently, it certainly would not 
give the young coach or the winning athlete 
a feeling of  confidence that we are being led 
into the future by an organization that can be 
trusted or respected. In my younger years of  
coaching, particularly towards the end of  the 
70s and early 80s, we were told that we were 
simply not good enough as coaches as the 
East Germans were dominating swimming 
and not long after, the Chinese did the same.

The leadership of  FINA did little to assist and 
support coaches through this era of  cheating 
and unfortunately, it must be said that it was 

on the watch of  FINA’s leadership that this 
was allowed to occur.

In recent times, the cheating swimsuits were 
not only approved but it appears that in the 
opinion of  many were encouraged by FINA.

We have seen a decrease in standards in terms 
of  penalties incurred due to drug testing, and 
according to those with the knowledge many 
problems are foreseen with Kazan and its 
drug testing facilities.

I am not going to highlight all the negatives 
and complaints that I continually hear about 
FINA, as we all in the coaching world are 
well aware of  the failures in recent times, but 
for some of  us who have been in the sport a 
long time we try to ignore the failures and 
highlight the great things FINA has achieved 
in earlier times – and we note the good work 
that is still done by officials and others in the 
organization of  FINA events.

However, it is very clear that many national 
bodies will bow to FINA in fear of  retribution, 
regardless of  its frequency of  failure. I have 
many good friends in FINA and I know 
that they are good people, but they are all 
comfortable in their positions.

time For Independent review

Perhaps it is time for FINA to have an 
independent, external in-depth review and 
audit of its operation across all its sections of 
operational authority.

I feel certain that the members of  the FINA 
Bureau want to hold their heads high and be 
respected by the swimming fraternity, clients 
and stakeholders. However, it is very clear 
that they currently face ridicule and lack of  
respect due to poor decision-making and 
inaccurate policies for swimmers and coaches 
on the world scene. Certainly, it can be argued 
that it is time for this review and that we 
need more practical and applied people with 
historical success to be on the FINA Bureau.

It is impossible for anyone to ignore the 
documentary recently completed regarding 
drug cheating and Russian sports, including 
a link to swimming at a time when Russia’s 
doping count is considered the highest in 
our sport.

Is it time for swimming which has little 
or no relativity to water polo, diving or 
synchronized swimming to have its own 
world governing body?

I am sure these three other sports would 

also like to have their own world governing 
body. In my view and from opinions that 
I hear from all my travels, there is the 
question of  “repair or replace?”

Before this decision can be made, a complete 
overhaul and review of  the organization must 
be carried out. The findings of  this in-depth, 
transparent and independent audit and review 
can then determine the question whether to 
repair FINA or replace it.

Many like myself  would greatly like to 
see FINA evolve and make the necessary 
improvements and changes so that it truly can 
become the world-leading body for the sport 
of  swimming. Should this not be possible, 
then I believe the swimming world will dictate 
and demand that consensus, consultation and 
negotiation on all technical matters for world 
swimming should be handled by a different 
organization.

This would alleviate the concerns and 
opinions of  many who are concerned about 
the leadership and process of  FINA as it 
now stands. I would be pleased to hear from 
coaches similar in experience and age to 
me express their views in order to support 
the successful future of  our sport. The 
new generation of  coaches and swimmers 
deserve this commitment from FINA to 
improve and modernize itself.

I am happy to accept the majority vote on 
this issue but of  all the countries and coaches 
that I currently visit, there can be no question 
that FINA has lost much ground and respect. 
FINA can reverse this negative perception 
of  many by having the independent review/
audit conducted by a competent and highly 
recognized company in this field.

The stakeholders and clients of  the sport of  
swimming throughout the world have earned 
the right and deserve the opportunity to have 
an inclusive, transparent and strong world 
governing body. It would certainly seem, 
given all the complaints, that this is not the 
current situation.

Perhaps it is time for the needs of the 
athletes and the coaches to be given what 
they deserve, and perhaps the “use by”  
date for FINA has come and gone?
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D o you know what the FINA annual or quadrennial budget 
is?

Neither do I. Nor does anyone else except for (perhaps) 
the FINA Executive. Maybe no one knows except FINA Executive 
Director Cornel Marculescu. or he might share that information 
with his 80-plus year-old President. or he might not.

But I do know this: once every four years, the IoC gives FINA 
$45,000,000. The IoC does that because FINA is one of  the top 
three federations in terms of  television views at the olympic Games.

WHY do those public folk watch the olympic Games? Is it to 
see Cornel Marculescu and his Bureau sitting on their thrones? I 
think not. This will come as a surprise to the FINA Bureau, but 
people tune in to watch... (wait for it) the ATHLETES!

Yes, those children.

A famous quote from our Executive Director, Cornel Marculescu: 
“FINA is like a family. We have a mother, a father and the athletes 
are the children, seen, but not heard.”

And yet, the FINA “children” are more like slaves. They bring 
in 45 million dollars to the FINA Treasury (which is only a tiny 
portion of  the total FINA budget, we would guess from figures 
bandied about for “rights” to the World Championships... and oh 
yes, remember, FINA does not let anyone see its real finances), yet 
they receive crumbs in return in terms of  prize money dribbled 
out over a four year period. And the coaches, well, they have never 

even asked to be included in the Royal Largesse. Perhaps that is 
their own fault, but without coaches, there is precious little elite 
swimming in the world.

It is time for our professional athletes to end their “slave days.” 
Take a page from Golf  and form a “Swimmers Union.” (Call me if  
you need help, but my guess is you do not.)

oWN YoUR oWN FUTURE with a tour where you own a part of  
the equity, like golf  pros. The 45 million dollars, and probably much 
more, should be yours, not to seat the likes of  the FINA Bureau on 
thrones at your world championship (a la the thrones Cornel was 
seated in during December’s Short Course Worlds). YoU are the 
show, not the blazers who show up ten minutes after the start of  
the meet and leave for dinner before the last event of  the evening.

Athlete-centered, coach-directed and administratively-supported. 
That is the way to conduct international sport. The exact reverse is 
what FINA provides now. Administrators are rewarded and glorified 
(and enriched), athletes are a “necessary annoyance” without any 
say, and coaches having zero status in the entire organization.

Money earned on athletes’ backs is money that should be in athletes’ 
pockets and not in the wallets of  those who select to sit on thrones.

We all deserve better.

By John Leonard

Let Us stop
Being Chumps

& Slaves
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Pathways to Leadership
Jim moNtrellA, profileD

By Stuart Jefferies, ASCA Fellows Project 2014
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the Lakewood Days (1957–1977)
It all started in the summer of  1957. The 
Lakewood YMCA in California had added a 
swimming pool to the facility and was in need 
of  a swim instructor. They asked 17 year- 
old Jim Montrella, one of  their Junior Camp 
Counselors, to step in. Jim had been on the high 
school swimming team and had experience 
working with children at both the YMCA’s 
Camp Fox on Catalina Island and their High 
Sierra pack- in trips. “Sounds like something 
I can do; sure, why not?” Replied the young 
Montrella. Coaching swimming was a good 
fit with Montrella’s natural counseling skills 
and, two years later, the YMCA asked him 
if  he would be interested in becoming their 
Director of  Aquatics. Jim again said yes. It 
was shortly after accepting the position that 
one of  the two other YMCAs in the area, the 
North Long Beach YMCA, sent a request for 
a swimming meet.

There was one small issue: the Lakewood 
YMCA didn’t have a team. Undeterred, Jim 
went out during the recreational swim period, 

cleared the pool, and had everyone line up 
against the wall. There were over 100 boys in 
the line. He told them they were going to have 
some races and then proceeded to run waves 
of  freestyle races in the YMCA’s 20- yard 
plaster pool, no lane lines, no starting blocks, 
four boys per race. At the end of  these races, 
Jim announced that everyone could return to 
recreational swimming except the winners 
of  the heats. Again, he had these remaining 
boys line up against the wall. They weren’t 
too happy as they wanted to join their friends 
back in the pool. Jim informed them that they 
were now on the swim team and they were 
going to have a meet on Saturday. He made 
all the boys call their parents to tell them to 
come down to the pool so he could meet them 
and tell them about the swim meet. The 
boys called their parents, the parents came 
to the meeting, and the Lakewood YMCA 
swim team was born.

Montrella wanted the best for his athletes 
and knew that he would have to become 
knowledgeable about all aspects of  the 

sport. As he did not at this point have formal 
training as a coach, he looked to Coach Jerry 
LaBonte for direction. LaBonte was in charge 
of  all the aquatics programs for the City of  
Lakewood. He also coached the downtown 
YMCA swim team and the Dolphins 
Swim Club of  Lakewood. Having worked 
for LaBonte as a lifeguard for the City of  
Lakewood a couple of  years earlier, Jim knew 
that Jerry would be a good mentor.1

one of  Montrella’s first actions was to 
sign up with the American Swim Coaches 
Association. This was a national group of  
coaches whose goal was to improve swimming 
in America through education. He also signed 
the team up with the Amateur Athletic Union 
(AAU). Montrella wanted to support a year- 

Preface
Jim Montrella excelled not only as a swimming coach, reaching the pinnacle of  the profession as a coach for team USA at 
the 1976 Olympics, but also as a leader in the governance of  the sport. what is even more impressive is that he did both at 
the same time. this short account of  the career of  Coach Montrella highlights the leadership component of  his career. we 
learn why he became involved in governance and how he ascended the leadership ladder. we see that although his pathway 
to the top was conceptually straightforward, the journey was not always smooth. we also discover that what keeps him on 
track, through thick and thin, are a number of  character traits that can be developed by almost anyone.

I hope that this article will inspire the reader to learn from Montrella’s success and embrace these traits for themselves. 
For the benefit of  the reader who may be looking to participate and progress in the governance of  swimming, I have 
highlighted both the traits and particularly noteworthy aspects of  Jim’s leadership journey in footnotes.

1Mentors: LaBonte was the first of  several mentors to Montrella. Jim’s mentors had a wide variety of  skills and backgrounds ranging from more 
experienced coaches, to peers, to leaders outside of  swimming.

“ Jim had an off- the- chart 
work ethic.”

- Randy Julian, USA Swimming

The journey
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round team, as opposed to the two other local 
YMCAs who had summer- only teams. The 
charge of  the AAU was to set the standards 
in amateur sports and prepare athletes for 
International and olympic competition. Jim 
knew association with this group would open 
up opportunity for a year- round team. Under 
the watchful eye of  LaBonte, Montrella also 
took his first small steps in governance. 
He became involved in the YMCA meet 
organizational meetings.

While Jim was finding his feet with his new 
team, he was also working on his college 
studies. However, more and more of  his time 
was being consumed by his primary interest 
in life, anything related to swimming. Formal 
Education was definitely a secondary interest. 

As a result, Montrella didn’t 
complete the work necessary 
for his Associate of  Arts 
degree. Consequently, after 
2½ years, he transferred 
schools to California State 
University, Long Beach, so 
that he could complete his 
Bachelor’s degree. However, 
swimming was going to take 
center stage in Jim’s life for 
quite some time and finishing 
his Bachelor’s degree was 
going to have to wait awhile.

Coaching the swim team, 
organizing meets, attending 
AAU meetings, and going to 
school was challenging. So 
was running the Lakewood 
YMCA facility with limited 
resources. When the YMCA 
pool needed updating, the 
young coach drained the 
pool himself  and painted 
lane lines on the bottom and 
turn targets on the walls. 
When he saw that the pool 
needed new blocks, he found 
a group of  parents to build 
some. Although Montrella’s 
strong work ethic quickly 
garnered the respect and 
support of  the swimmers’ 
parents, and they were a 

great resource for him, it wasn’t always 
smooth going and he had his share of  parent 
challenges. Montrella ascribes part of  this 
to his youthful stubbornness, demanding 
nature, and perhaps lack of  sensitivity 
on occasion. However, as he matured, the 
number of  challenges associated with the 
parents decreased.

Major change came when Coach Jerry 
LaBonte decided to retire from coaching. To 
facilitate the move, Jerry merged his teams 
with Jim’s team to form The Lakewood 
Aquatic Club. Jerry acted as President and 
Jim the Head Coach. The new team was 
around 160 swimmers. This was a large team 
for the time and with it came new challenges. 

Montrella continued to look to LaBonte for 
mentorship, only now it was more for the 
politics, organization, and administration of  
a large team. Jim also took guidance from a 
small group of  highly successful parents on 
the new team. They provided him valuable 
insight and direction when it came to 
communicating with the parents.

Up until this point in his career, Jim’s 
involvement in the governance of  
swimming was minimal; however, he 
decided it was time to become more active 
in the direction the sport of  swimming was 
heading. He realized early on the value of  
collaboration and teamwork. “You can have 
a lot of  ideas and be good at what you do, 
but there is no way you’ll do it alone; it just 
doesn’t happen. And if  it does, you can do it 
alone for a really short period of  time, but 
after that it will cave in on you.” Moreover, 
Jim knew that if  he wanted to affect change 
to improve things for his swimmers he had 
to become involved politically.

There were two sets of  events in Southern 
California that provided an opportunity 
for Jim to network. The first was the local 
AAU meetings. The second was a series 
of  clinics put on by Peter Daland, the head 
coach of  the USC Trojans and the L.A. 
Athletic Club. After LaBonte, Daland was 
probably the next most influential person in 
Montrella’s development. This is no surprise 
as Daland had mentored many of  the coaches 
in California at the time, either directly or 
indirectly through his clinics.

Montrella’s first step on the political ladder 
was to have a voice at the AAU meetings. He 
did this both personally and by persuading the 
parents on the Lakewood Aquatics team to 
volunteer for all the local AAU committees.2 

Another shrewd move he made was aligning 
himself  with the City of  Lakewood Chamber 
of  Commerce. This allowed the team to get 
media coverage of  the bigger meets and to 
garner favor within the community.

one of  the early local AAU actions Montrella 
was involved with had to do with removing 
the limitations on when swimmers could 

Jim Montrella - Fellows Project (Continued)

Swimmer’s Perspective #1

“He had a way to motivate you and he had 

a way to make people want to be a part of his 

team. I know at times I didn’t want to go with 

the program, or I thought about quitting, but he 

had a way of sucking you back in.

He could be motivating, he could be demanding, 

he could be pretty tough and pretty brutal, but he 

would also praise you, and I think that is what 

you look for from your coaches. When you did a 

good job, you felt that success and he shared in 

that success with you.

Jim was so tuned into each of us personally and 

wanted to see each of us succeed, not just as an 

athlete but as a person, so we’d have our act 

together. He always wanted us to do the right 

thing, the right way. Not that he was any kind 

of goody two shoes; not at all. I’m sure of it. We 

always heard through the grapevine that he had 

his crazy days but he never showed much of that 

side to us, [just] the dedicated swim coach. ”
- Susie Atwood, Lakewood YMCA, 1959–1974

2Involvement: Like the majority of  coach-leaders in swimming, Jim’s first steps on the pathway to leadership were taken at the local level.
3Gaining Credibility: Jim gained credibility in the swimming community in several ways. He educated himself  on the issues at hand, and 
networked and developed alliances with those who shared common goals, struggles, and visions for the future. He presented himself  professionally 
and learned quickly that compromise, without losing site of  the greater vision, was an essential component of  making progress.



2015 EDITION 4  |  ASCA NEWSLETTER    15

swim certain events. Although Montrella’s 
swimmers were experiencing success in the 
water, they sometimes found that the only 
time they could swim some of  their events 
was at a championship meet. other teams 
were facing this issue as well. Frustrated by 
this, Montrella, along with other coaches 
in the region (Gary Adair, Lee Arth, and 
Warren Emery), got together and formed 
a committee to change things — the 
Programming Committee of  the Southern 
Pacific Association of  the AAU. Here they set 
up standard meet schedules so that athletes 
had several chances to swim each event before 
championships. Another issue was that some 
events were not given the same consideration 
as others. The longer distance events were 
swum at the end of  the day, or when no 
one was there. Through the Programming 
Committee, a schedule of  events that gave 
equal standing to every event was developed 
that, at times, is still in practice today.3

The environment at Lakewood Aquatics was 
perfect for Montrella. With his main mentor 
as President and with the solid support of  
the parents, he was able to flourish as a coach. 
As a result, the prestige of  the Lakewood 
Aquatics program increased rapidly. Within 
two years of  its inception, the program sent 
its first swimmer to Nationals. A year later, a 
Lakewood swimmer made it to the Nationals 
finals. Within four years, two swimmers were 
on the US olympic team: Susie Atwood and 
Kim Brecht. By 1968 Montrella’s credibility 
as a coach was firmly established. In addition, 
his willingness to speak up at meetings had 
garnered him strong support amongst his 
peers.4 It wasn’t long before Montrella took 
the first steps in governance at the National 

level.

The early 1970s 
saw a flurry of  
activity in Jim’s 
participation 
in governance. 
It started with 
his election 
to the ASCA 
Board. During 

his tenure, Jim was 
part of  several 
watershed moments. 
These included the 
introduction of  the 
first- in- sports code 
of  ethics for coaches 
and the move toward 
an advocacy- driven 
organization — a 
change that many 
believe has allowed 
ASCA to flourish. 
Jim found his time 
on the ASCA board 
to be stimulating and 
rewarding. “With 
ASCA there was the 
fewest challenges 
with anything I have 
ever been associated 
with because our 
board all thought 
in quadrennials or 
multiple quadrennials: 
olympics to olympics 
or two olympics out. 
It was the single most 
long- range planning 
group a guy could 
have been in. Did we 
argue? Absolutely, but 
we all wanted the same 
things, we only argued 
the means to the end: 
how can we make our 
kids faster for the 
olympic games?”5 
Jim Montrella 
also understood 
the importance of  
inclusiveness. He 
was one of  the first 
coaches to introduce 
athletes to the ASCA 
clinics and the AAU 
annual convention. 
Montrella would 
remain on the ASCA 
Board for 18 years. Montrella’s next involvement with 

4Expanding Credibility: Jim had built credibility through both his on- deck coaching and off- deck administrative successes and through the way 
he handled himself  when faced with failure. This credibility opened up the opportunity for further advancement in the governance of  the sport.

5Planning: Jim kept one eye on the present and one on the future. He considered the impact that his decisions would have on the sport in the present 
as well as two to three quadrennials in the future.

“ Jim is a 
beacon for 
coaches to 
follow.”

- Pat Hogan

Swimmer’s Perspective #2

“He was really a multi- faceted coach in that he 

really cared about the swimmers as people as well 

as swimmers. At goal- setting sessions each year, it 

wasn’t just swimming goals; it was what are your 

academic goals? What are your professional goals 

after college? — The whole package. 

When he was on deck, he coached everybody; he 

didn’t just coach his top lane, which was National 

Championship finalists, he coached everybody. 

He talked to everybody, individually and as a 

group. He had team meetings every day, either 

before practice or after practice, between dryland 

and swimming workout; but every day he had a 

minimum of 5 or 10 minutes, sometimes longer, 

sitting down with the team just talking about what 

it takes to be good and what it takes to be great. 

Just educating you on, this is what it takes as far 

as working out, and this is what it takes as far as 

competition, [etc.]. He was constantly educating 

the swimmers about where he was trying to help 

them go and what it would take to get there.

He was high energy all the time. It was kind of 

funny watching him at swim meets because ... 

That was back when we had starter pistols, and 

these were those AAU meets that would go on for 

hours and hours, and every time the gun went off 

it was like he was coming out of the starting blocks 

for a track event. He was up and down the pool, 

every heat, every event, the whole meet. It was 

just incredible. He coached the same way during 

practice. He’s all over, around the deck, coaching 

everybody, just really high energy. ”
- Laura Cox, Lakewood Aquatics, 1974-1977
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governance at the National level happened 
shortly after he joined the ASCA board. He 
became a member of  the U.S. Swimming 
olympic International operations Committee 
(oIoC), a position that he would hold for 24 
years. It wasn’t long before he also became 
Chairman of  the AAU Time Standards 
subcommittee. The subcommittee hadn’t 
been working well and there was a general 
frustration in the community with a couple 
of  the board members. Montrella, known 
for his critical thinking, attention to detail 
— something he feels he learned from his 
father, a tool and die maker — and strong 
administrative track record, was an obvious 
choice to turn things around.

Finally, along with Mike Troy, Jack Nelson, 
Doc Councilman, and George Haynes, 

Montrella formed an AAU 
subcommittee for International 
Travel. The charge of  the 
committee was to determine a 
set of  objective standards for 
the selection of  the coaches who 
would travel internationally with 
the USA team. Up to that point, 
it had been the same group of  
politically astute coaches who 
got to take the international 
team worldwide every year, 
independent of  whether they 
had any athletes on the roster. 
It took several presentations 
and updates of  their proposed 
selection criteria at the annual 
AAU conventions before the 
system was adopted. The updates 
included developing a similar 
procedure for officials to become 
managers of  the international 
team. With the new system, it 
became possible for any coach 
(or official) who met the selection 
criteria to make the list to travel 
with the international team. 
Moreover, once a person had 
participated in a trip, they went to 
the bottom of  the list and had to 
work their way back up again. In 
addition to ensuring that the most 
suitable coaches accompanied the 
USA’s top athletes, this approach 
provided an important additional 
benefit. It facilitated the 

mentoring of  the less experienced coaches 
as they worked their way up the ladder. 
Interestingly, the team of  Nelson, Troy, and 
Montrella also came together to lead ASCA 
during this period as President and Co-Vice 
Presidents, respectively.6

Swimming is a business and all teams need to 
raise money to grow. At Lakewood, Montrella 
developed a business model where a swimmer 
could start in learn- to- swim and work their 
way up to the senior group. The younger 
group classes became the feeder program for 
the older groups, and the kids stayed with the 
program. As a side note, one of  Montrella’s 
first extremely successful swimmers to go 
through the program was Susie Atwood, who 
started with his “bubble, bubble, breathe” class 

and ended up at the olympics. Montrella was 
her coach all the way through her journey. 
Not many coaches can claim this fame.

Another moneymaker for Lakewood Aquatics 
was the hosting of  The Junior olympics, 
which was a meet they ran for many years. 
This was due in part to the influence of  the 
club’s parents on the AAU committees and in 
part to Montrella’s ingenuity. The Lakewood 
Aquatics pool was very shallow at one end 
(2.5’) and after a few years of  running the 
Junior olympics meet at the pool the AAU 
became concerned about this. Jim was able to 
placate them by increasing the depth of  the 
pool. “What I did, as I was also taking care 
of  the pool, vacuuming, backwashing, all 
that stuff, is I’d go down to the pump room, 
turn off  all the valves to the main drain and 
gutters and raise the water level to the deck. 
So, we had water slightly going over the deck. 
But it was a foot deeper!”

This ploy worked for two years and then the 
meet was moved to Long Beach Belmont 
Plaza. Even so, Lakewood Aquatics was still 
in the picture. Knowing the Lakewood facility 
could no longer be used to host the Junior 
olympics, Montrella struck a deal with the 
Aquatics Director and the News Bureau CEo 
at Long Beach Convention Center to use 
their facility for the meet. The result was that 
Lakewood Aquatics was able to maintain its 
primary revenue stream.

In addition to coaching at Lakewood Aquatics, 
Montrella founded two businesses outside 
of  the swim team. The first was Modern 
Swimming Concepts where he developed the 
hand paddles that many swimmers use today. 
Jim built and distributed the paddles through 
both the company and a distribution network 
of  his professional coaching colleagues. 
Eventually he sold the rights to Speedo. The 
second business, started some four years 
later in 1974, was called Competitive Aquatic 
Supply. Here he purchased various aquatic 
supplies from around the world and retailed 
them directly to the American consumer. 
Montrella was able to juggle all these pursuits 
because he was a single man with good time 
management skills. He reserved mornings 
and evenings for on- deck swim practices, 
and he used the time between for his off- 

Jim Montrella - Fellows Project (Continued)

6Responsibility: Expanded opportunities came to Jim with an increase in his commitment both personally and professionally.

Swimmer’s Perspective #3

“I remember one time when the tank 

suits, those really thin Lycra suits, were just 

coming out, they were just available for 

girls and women, and [Jim] told us that 

we could not wear those swim suits until it 

was a really big competition. A couple of 

the girls on the team wore them at a swim 

meet that he wasn’t at, or an assistant 

coach had gone to. [Jim] came back and 

had a team meeting. He had a piece of 

chalk and was writing, he was so mad. ‘I 

told you…’  underlined, and we were like, 

‘wow.’  So nobody wore those suits again 

without his permission. You listened to 

what he said or it was just not good. Thank 

God it wasn’t me. Everyone who didn’t do 

it was thinking, ‘Thank God it wasn’t me.’

He had an area of the pool he called the 

snake pit where the distance swimmers had 

to swim sets like 8 x 1650s and it was crazy, 

mind numbing. ”
- Lynne Cox, Lakewood Aquatics, 1970s
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deck committee responsibilities and business 
activities. As his two businesses grew, Jim 
engaged family and friends for additional help 
running them. There is no doubt that the 
business acumen that Jim acquired in running 
his businesses provided a valuable tool for his 
“governance toolbox.”

While his swimming- related activities on 
and off  the deck were flourishing, so was his 
personal life. In 1974, Jim met Bev Elliot, an 
assistant swim coach with the Mission Viejo 
Nadadores and a young mother of  two little 
girls, Kristi, 7, and Kelly, 3. The couple hit it 
off  and married 15 months later. For the first 
year of  the marriage, Jim spent part of  the 
week staying overnight at Lakewood so that 
he could attend meetings with the parents 
and other team- related activities while Bev 
and the girls were living in Mission Viejo. Jim 
also went back to school and in January of  
1976 finally completed his bachelor’s degree 
that he had started in September of  1958.

The Lakewood Aquatics Swim Club was 
getting tremendous recognition both in the 
local newspapers and with the Lakewood 
Chamber of  Commerce. Unfortunately, the 
limelight was not hitting everyone it might 
have and things started getting difficult with 
the Superintendent of  Parks and Recreation. 
Early morning training time suddenly became 
unavailable after being available for years. 
Facility use fees were increased with no viable 
justification. Montrella realized that under 
these new unfavorable circumstances, he was 
not going to be able to advance the program at 
Lakewood Aquatics any further. He therefore 
started exploring other areas. With the help 
of  Dick Wells, the previous Athletic Director, 
he found an opportunity at Indian River 
Community College in Fort Pierce, Florida. 
Here he could be an Athletic Director and a 
swimming coach at the NJCAA level. This 
was a move up from a professional standpoint 
and Jim started doing his due diligence. one 
question Jim was unable to find an answer 
to was what might be the impact of  moving 
from the cosmopolitan area of  Los Angeles to 
a rural area of  the Deep South. Still, Jim was 
very enthusiastic about the possibilities and it 
was a good move professionally. Jim applied 
for the job and was hired.

Montrella’s 18- year tenure at Lakewood 
Aquatics Club had brought a lot of  success. He 
had coached seven olympians (who garnered 

seven medals), two world 
record holders, twenty- one 
American record holders, 
and swimmers who won 
more than fifty national 
titles. He had twice been 
ASCA Coach of  the Year 
(1969 and 1971), and was 
an Assistant olympic Coach 
for both Colombia (1972) 
and the USA (1976). He had 
also reached the national 
level in the governance of  
swimming. All by 37 years 
of  age.

the Journey east 
(1977–1979)
As Director of  Athletics, 
Montrella was responsible 
for the welfare of  ten 
sports and all the associated 
individuals. The next two 
years brought both rewards 
and challenges for Jim and 
his family. on arriving in 
Florida he immediately 
met with one of  the most 
traumatic governance issues 
he had experienced to date 
— the baseball team was 
going to be suspended for 
something that had happened prior to his 
arrival. Montrella 10 had to go before the 
Florida President’s Association and strongly 
encourage them to give the baseball team a 
second chance on the premise that a repeat 
offense wouldn’t happen on his watch. His 
argument was persuasive and the team was 
reinstated. on the aquatic side of  things, one 
of  the first things Montrella did in his role as 
Head Coach for men’s and women’s swimming 
was to become involved in the administrative 
side of  College swimming by joining the 
Collegiate Swim Coaches Association of  
America. He maintained this connection for 
over twenty years, serving several terms on 
the Board of  Directors along the way.

Jim’s Indian River Community College swim 
team won four National titles and he was 
named National Junior College Coach of  
the year in 1978 (women) and 1979 (men). 
Meanwhile, Bev celebrated receiving her 
Associate of  Arts degree and Kelly and Kristi 
made great friends on the swim team. one of  

these friends was David Marsh. Marsh, now 
a top- level coach in his own right, credits Jim 
Montrella as being one of  his mentors and 
has solicited Montrella’s opinion throughout 
his professional coaching career.

The main challenge in Florida was both 
unexpected and significant: culture shock. 
The shock came in two forms. The first was 
adjusting to the move from an urban location 
with a population of  several million in the 
surrounding area to a rural one where there 
was only one Movie Theater in town and the 
closest good restaurant was twenty minutes 
away by car. The second was something they 
also hadn’t experienced before — a polarized 
population. In his role as Athletic Director, 
Jim Montrella made a point of  being highly 
visible on campus. Despite this effort, he 
wasn’t able to establish connections with 
a large faction of  the student community. 
He found this very odd. It was only after 
the basketball coach asked for Jim’s help 
in dealing with a problem related to one 
of  the basketball players that Jim made a 

Swimmer’s Perspective #4

“I remember Christmas training when we 

were doing the 20,000-yards-a-day type stuff 

and I just remember coming to the wall one 

time and not being able to control the tears 

coming out of my eyes: I was completely spent. 

This was long before the word ‘recovery’  was 

ever used in swimming, and [he pulled] me 

out, and I didn’t know if I was in trouble or 

whether he was going to call me a sissy or 

what. He said, ‘I want you to go home and 

get something to eat, sleep, take two days off 

and come back the third day.’  Even with his 

philosophy of a big, huge aerobic base and 

consistent training, he knew I was giving 

the best effort I could all the time. Jim was 

such an encyclopedia of the sport, not only 

in experience but also in the research he had 

done, kind of living the life of the sport at a 

very high level. ”
- David Marsh, Indian River CC, 1977–1978
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breakthrough. The day after Jim had met 
and counseled the young man in question, all 
the athletes finally greeted Jim as he walked 
across campus. The word had spread.

The victory was short lived. Montrella was to 
soon learn that his action had estranged some 
of  the faculty. Despite the successes with the 
swim team, it was clear that the environment 
was not in harmony with the Montrellas’ 
personal values. They decided to leave Indian 
River. They went to ohio State University to 
further their education. Jim wanted to pursue 
his master’s degree in Sports Administration 
and Bev wanted to finish her undergraduate 
degree in Physical Education.

the Ohio era (1980–1997)
Although their primary reason for moving 
to ohio was to further their education, it 
wasn’t long before both Jim and Bev found 
their way back into coaching. Jim became a 
volunteer Assistant Coach with the ohio 
State University (oSU) women’s team, under 
Susie Atwood from the Lakewood days. Bev 
became an Assistant Coach at a local club team 
coaching 11–12- year- olds. The pressure on 
them was different now; they were primarily 
students and they were able to find time to 
socialize. This was a welcome reprieve.

A year after they arrived at oSU, Atwood 
left. By now, Jim had completed his master’s 
degree and he was able to assume the 

position of  Head Coach for the women’s 
swimming program. Bev joined him as 
his Assistant Coach. They worked well 
together. At one time Bev had considered 
pursuing a career as a Collegiate 
Women’s Head Coach, but on reflection 
realized that it was not practical to be a 
mother, a wife, and a full-time coach at 
the level she wanted. Bev chose to adopt 
the primary parenting role for the family 
and a secondary coaching role. This 
allowed Jim to do the opposite (although 
the roles could have easily been reversed). 
This worked well for Bev, who preferred 
to limit her recruiting activities to phone 
calls and paperwork and who acted as 
a kind of  den mother to the swim team 
girls. Bev would occasionally take 7 Up 
or crackers and check on a sick girl but 
admits that it was Jim who would sit 
with them for hours if  they were in the 
emergency room or when they were 
sick. This co- parenting/coaching system 
worked well for the Montrellas and for 
the university. ohio State won the Big 
Ten championship over the next 5 years.

Life was going great for the Montrella 
family. The girls were both happy and 
swimming, Kelly on her age group high 
school team and Kristi on the college team. 
Jim even received his Associate of  Arts 
degree from Long Beach City College. After 
contacting one of  the counselors he knew 
there, he discovered that the college would 
accept his transcripts from California State, 
Long Beach, and ohio State Universities. 
Twenty- four years after embarking on the 
project, he finally had his Associate of  Arts 
degree! However, as sometimes happens, life 
was about to get very bumpy.

In November of  1986, Kristi was walking 
across campus with some friends after a 
football game when she was thrown into 
oSU’s Mirror Lake. She hit her head on the 
limestone edge and was left a quadriplegic. 
Jim and Bev were devastated but always 
maintained a positive outlook around Kristi 
and totally supported her in everything. 
The give and take approach to coaching and 
parenting that they had developed proved to 
be a valuable support system during the six 
months Kristi was hospitalized. There were 

times when Bev just couldn’t take all the 
medical tests that were being done so Jim 
would arrive at the hospital, after being on 
deck all day, and take over being with Kristi 
so that Bev could have a break.

There were days when it was touch and go 
and they were asking if  Kristi was going 
to survive but she not only survived, she 
thrived. once she was stabilized and out of  
the hospital, her positive attitude made her 
a team favorite and she was frequently on 
deck coaching from her chair. Kristi traveled 
with the team to the championship meets 
and became a motivational speaker. The 
team dedicated the season to Kristi and did 
well that year, winning their 5th consecutive 
Big Ten title. The next few years brought 
relatively smooth sailing with no major 
hurdles to be navigated. However, as with all 
things, change was inevitable.

Jim Montrella had a good working 
relationship with both the head Athletic 
Director and the Senior Associate Director 
of  Athletics. Unfortunately, they both retired 
in the same year and Jim had to establish 

Jim Montrella - Fellows Project (Continued)

“ Jim might lose the 
game, but he would 
often win after the 
game was over. this 
is because he would 
teach a position rather 
than argue a point. he 
would create an ‘ah ha!’ 
moment for later in the 
other person’s life.”

- George Block 

7Resilience: Jim faced significant adversity in his journey. Although outcomes weren’t always in his favor, he always maintained resilience.

Swimmer’s Perspective #5

“We had fun, but it was hard. 

Jim made you work harder than 

you ever thought you could, which 

made you great. We were prepared 

when we went to Big Tens. I 

knew we were going to win. I 

didn’t work that hard not to win. 

I went from a walk- on to an All 

American. Instead of telling you to 

do something, he does it through 

questions, smart questions, and 

then he gets you pumped up as 

you’re going through the process 

[of answering] and you realize, 

‘hey, I can do this! ”
- Ruth Hyde- Porteus

Ohio State University, 1982–1986
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two new relationships. one wasn’t as 
smooth going as it could have been. Despite 
the tremendous success of  the swimming 
program under Montrella’s leadership, the 
new Senior Associate Director of  Athletics 
wanted to take the program in a different 
direction. As a result, the next three years 
were extremely challenging as Jim received 
little support from an administration that was 
bent on change no matter what he did. Change 
came when two of  the girls on the swim 
team lodged a complaint. They stated that 
Montrella expected too much of  them, that he 

worked them too hard volunteering 
as a team for various campus and 
athletic department activities and 
that he required that they strive to 
maintain at least a 3.0 grade point 
average in their academic studies. 
This led to the decision by the 
University to not renew Jim’s “right 
to work” contract.7

Jim and Bev were devastated and 
the swimming community shocked. 
The shock was quickly followed 
by action. Within 72 hours of  
the announcement, both coaches 
had received numerous job offers. 
Moreover, these jobs were with 
some of  the top coaches and teams 
in the country. Jim and Bev were 
comforted by the support of  their 
peers but were saddened for the 
oSU swimmers. They had become 
family and leaving family is hard. 
Still, they had many fond memories 
of  their time in ohio including 
the ritual where the ohio State 
‘Swimmin’ Women’ would come 
over in the middle of  the night to 
‘TP’ their house every year that they 
won the Big Ten Championship. 
The Montrellas would all wake up 
to a lot of  noise but they wouldn’t 
turn on any lights. Instead, they 
would duck under their living room 
window and watch the swimmers 
all run around, laughing and acting 
crazy, throwing toilet paper rolls. 
once the swimmers were satisfied 
with their job, they would pile back 
into their cars and drive up and 
down the street a few times honking 
their horns and singing the ohio 
State fight song. Jim and Bev got a 
great kick out of  that.

Jim’s coaching record at ohio State included 
fifty of  his swimmers earning Academic All–
Big Ten honors, five of  whom were awarded 
the Big Ten Medal of  Honor (presented to 
one graduating student- athlete each year 
based on GPA, athletics, and community 
service). The team also garnered a 
consistent Team GPA of  3.02–3.31, earning 
the team regular recognition on the College 
Swim Coaches of  America All Academic 
Team. All of  these are a product of  Jim’s 

high expectations and his ability to motivate 
people. Bill Wadley summarizes this trait 
nicely: “He has this way. When he talks, he 
has this unbelievable way of  being just in 
the moment with you and he’ll talk to you as 
if  there is nobody else in the world that is 
important, and he’ll help you feel like you’re 
the one who is going to make the difference. 
However, you’ve got to make the difference 
and he puts the pressure right on you, and so 
he’s good at convincing you and he’s good at 
encouraging you. Then he’s good at holding 
your feet to the fire, making sure you do it. 
He will not back up on you. ‘Have you done 
this yet? No? Well, I expect it done.’”

the return home (1997–2014)
of  the many job offers they received, 
including Auburn with David Marsh, Fort 
Lauderdale with Jack Nelson, and Michigan 
with John Urbanchek, the Montrellas chose 
the University of  Southern California 
with Mark Schubert. Bev was working for 
Mark when she met Jim and they had both 
been good friends with Coach Schubert for 
many years. They had attended each other’s 
weddings and Jim and Bev’s daughters had 
babysat Coach Schubert’s daughters. Jim 
accepted the job as Assistant Coach under 
Mark and they headed back to California.

It was a good fit. Jim and Mark worked 
really well together. The responsibilities of  
being a head coach, husband, and father of  
two girls had left insufficient time for Jim 
to participate in governance at the level 
he wanted to and the ohio era had seen a 
ramping down of  Montrella’s participation 
in this area of  swimming. Now Jim got to 
focus solely on coaching. He was like a kid in 
a candy store, enjoying every moment.

Two years later Jim turned 60 and reminded 
Mark that when he had accepted the 
position, it was on the understanding that 
he would take a sabbatical at this milestone 
in life. He took the sabbatical. However, Jim 
couldn’t stay idle for long and soon started 
coaching again. This time it was with family 
friend Bill Rose, the head coach at the 
Mission Viejo Nadadores. Coach Rose had 
Jim working with the 11–12- year- old boys 
group. Montrella gathered the parents of  
the boys for a meeting and told them that 
he was going to be thinking of  them as the 
parents of  olympic champions, because 
if  he didn’t think that way they would be 

Jim Montrella - Fellows Project (Continued)

Swimmer’s Perspective #6

“Many mornings I was up to go to my 

own practices and winced as I stumbled 

downstairs to a bright- eyed, energetic 

man eating his ever- faithful banana, 

bagel, and diet Dr. Pepper. [I], then 

went on to many more mornings while 

swimming at Ohio State where I saw 

him wide awake greeting everyone 

as if he’d been awake for the last 4 

hours wondering what took everyone 

so long to get into the weight room. He 

wanted every one of his swimmers to 

be the best they could be in every area 

of their life, not just in swimming. His 

belief in them was always bigger than 

their own. Those who succeeded under 

Jim were the ones who were able to 

believe in Jim’s vision of how good 

they could be and put in the work. 

There were always a lot of swimmers 

who had talent but didn’t want to 

work hard and then there were some 

who didn’t have a lot of talent but 

worked [hard]. Jim gave every single 

swimmer who swam for him the same 

time and attention to detail. ”
- Kelly Carter

(Jim Montrella’s step- daughter),
Ohio State University, 1989–1993
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as the year before the 2016 Olympics 
in Rio, we expect an exciting program, 
with special sections devoted to 
International swimming (headlined by 
USa National Team Director Frank Busch 
as our keynote speaker) and Wayne 
Goldsmith from australia, as well as 
many other international notables.

Our College swimming program in 
conjunction with the CSCaa will 
continue to expand as well as our 
NISCa/aSCa section since we’re in 
Ohio, one of the hotbeds of high school 
competition. and as always, we’ll have 
plenty of meat and potatoes talks for 
our age group coaches.

Register for the aSCa World Clinic online now at:

SwimmingCoach.org
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cheated. He said his goal was to give their 
children what they need to be the best 
they can. He would be expecting a lot out 
of  the children: a lot of  effort, and a lot of  
commitment. He wanted the swimmers to 
think like olympic champions. Although 
there was stunned silence from the parents, 
there was also a strong endorsement. The 
11–12- year- old boys group went from being 
one of  the weakest groups in the Mission 
Viejo Nadadores program to one of  the top 
squads in Southern California.

After two years, Jim decided to retire from 
coaching. This was the first of  many such 
announcements. Not long after Jim had 
left Mission Viejo, Coach Rose asked him 
to come back to help. Montrella returned 
on deck in 2004 to coach the Nadadores 
13- year- old group for a year and then the 
National group for a year, at which point 
he 15 retired again. It was while he was 
working at Mission Viejo for the second 
time that Montrella was inducted into the 
ASCA Hall of  Fame in recognition of  his 
contributions to the sport of  swimming.

Jim had barely started on his second 
retirement when USA Swimming asked him 
to be one of  their Master Coach Consultants. 
The position required Montrella to travel 
around the country to work with select teams 
with world- ranked swimmers. Montrella’s 
job was to help them reach the next level of  
performance.

Despite his stature in the coaching community, 
Coach Montrella was always willing to help 
anyone who asked. Sean Redmond, a young 
head coach from California, recalls that at one 
of  the ASCA World Clinics in San Diego, 
when he asked Coach Montrella how his team 
could get help from USA Swimming when 
his team was not at a high enough level for 
the Master Coach Consultant program but 
too high a level for the club development 
program. Jim replied, “What are you doing 
now?” and sat down in the nearby diner with 
Redmond for the next two hours providing 
the help Redmond had been looking for. This 
is classic Jim Montrella; he loves to help 
people.

Unfortunately, the longer Jim was with the 

Master Coach Consultant 
program the more he became 
uncomfortable with it. He 
felt it was using precious 
resources (USA Swimming 
funds) and there was never any 
formal follow- up to measure 
the impact the program was 
having. To Montrella, this 
was a lack of  accountability8 
and, after two years with the 
program, he “retired” for a 
third time.

Montrella took a break from 
coaching from 2008 to 2012. 
During this period, ohio State 
University inducted him into 
their Athletics Hall of  Fame. 
This was a formal recognition 
of  his work at ohio State. To 
this day, Montrella is the only 
coach that has taken ohio 
State to victory at the Big Ten 
Championships. Sadly, it was 
also during this period that 
Kristi died of  complications 
from her accident. She had led 
a very fulfilling life despite her 
handicap. To this day Kristi 
remains a great inspiration 
to many. Her positive attitude 
throughout everything was a 
reflection of  her upbringing.

Jim Montrella’s services are always in 
demand. After turning down several 
opportunities, he decided to come out of  
retirement in 2012. This time it was to be 
an Assistant Coach at Concordia University, 
Irvine. The following year he moved to 
Capistrano Valley High School where he is 
currently an Assistant Coach for the men’s 
swim program.

After more than 50 years of  counseling, 
coaching, and governing, Coach Jim 
Montrella is as passionate about the 
sport of  swimming as ever. In his words, 
“fanatically passionate.” In addition to 
coaching, he is still involved in governance, 
only now it is as a member of  the board for 
the Mission Viejo Nadadores Foundation. 
If  you’re ever fortunate enough to see 

Coach Montrella at a swim meet or 
conference, introduce yourself. He is one 
of  the most approachable people you will 
ever meet. In Bev Montrella’s words, “He 
genuinely loves people.”
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Swimmer’s Perspective #7

“It was always all about hard work. We all 

got the idea that as long as you work hard 

and you show up to practice, then you’re 

bound to see an improvement. What’s great 

about Jim is right before a meet everybody 

always waits for his words of inspiration. 

The moment he opens his mouth everybody 

hushes up and just wants to listen to exactly 

what he says. As a team, everybody respects 

him. You can feel the team coming together 

all at that one moment listening for this one 

man to speak; it’s really great. Every time 

we would go to meets, you would see a line of 

people waiting to talk to him, whether they 

were with our team or not. It’s somewhat 

annoying because I want him to talk to 

me about my swim but he’s always there 

greeting people. He remembers everything 

about everybody. ” - Maggie Tzeng
Concordia University, 2012–2013
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ever Wonder Just How We Assign Value?
Sunday, April 5, 2015

“Life does not consist mainly of facts and happenings. 
It consists mainly of the storm of thoughts that is 
forever blowing through one’s head.” - Mark Twain

Twain was right: Most of  what we see is not “out 
there.” Most of  what we see is produced in our 
own minds. Don’t believe it? Read the following 
paragraph.

Aoccdrnig to rseearch at an Elingsh uinervtisy, 
it deons’t mttaer in waht oredr the ltteers in a 
wrod are, olny taht the frist and lsat ltteres are 
in the rghit pcleas. The rset can be a toatl mses 
and you can sitll raed it wouthit a porbelm. Tihs 
is bcuseae we do not raed ervey lteter by ilstef, 
but the wrod as a wlohe.

This scrambled paragraph is a perfect demonstration 
of  how the brain works to create meaning from 
even the most messed-up circumstances by focusing 
on some information and ignoring the rest. Do you 
ignore as much information in the rest of  your life? 
The answer is yes. We’re constantly ignoring parts 
of  the world because our brains have categorized 
the information as nonessential. But sometimes not 
seeing this “nonessential” information can trip us up.

To make sense of  our world, we need to learn what 

to pay attention to and what to ignore.

In our swimming world this happens every day we train or race. Some information 
we discard as nonessential. The question we need to ask ourselves is, “Do I really 
want to discard or ignore this information?”

This process of  selecting or ignoring is an ongoing one. As you become more 
aware of  what is necessary to swim faster and be more competitive you will 
keep certain things and let others go. Think of  some examples, perhaps using 
things from last season that you now realize were not helpful and ask yourself, 
“Have I let go of  it?” You can also think of  things you wished you had not 
ignored since they would have helped you in your pursuit of  faster swimming. 
What are some of  those things?

Coach Don Swartz is an ASCA Hall of Fame Honoree, and still coaching in California. His blog is a rich source of 
coach education and inspiration. Here are three articles from his considerable output. Enjoy. JL

coach
GEMS

From the blog, Swim Coach Direct
By Don Swartz & Ken DeMont
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the Power of Cycles
Sunday, March 15, 2015

There are all sorts of  cycles in life…and in sports. No one ever 
went straight from the bottom to the top, not ever. The body/
brain combo is meant to seek an even keel…homeostasis if  you 
will. We of  course, being hard charging athletes, coaches and 
folks in general do not want any part of  the lull between the 
peaks. Yet this constant self-regulating mechanism is always at 
work. And that it seems to us is the proverbial “good thing.”

Maddening for sure when it happens but nonetheless predictable. 
There are nearly always lows following highs. The trick is to let 
them flow by without attaching ourselves to them. We think the 
phrase “don’t sweat the small stuff ” is a good one. The corollary 
is “it is all small stuff ”. This is trickier since we have so much of  
our time and personal energy invested in our pursuits.

We keep remembering Steve Bultman from Texas A&M saying 
that all hard work pays off; we just don’t know exactly when. 
We have a National level guy on our team who went 15 months 
without a best time…5 shaves…who then broke through to 
faster territory. The trick is to maintain your faith in your work 
and stay in touch with those things over which you have control.

The biggest asset you have is your attitude. When you stay in 
charge of  your attitude all things are possible. When life gets 
tough and you surrender your attitude to the wind which is 
always blowing this way or that, that’s when the days get long 
and the nights get short.

Your greatest power in life is your power to choose. And with 
this great power comes great responsibility. You are accountable 
for who you are. You make the choice…even when you surrender 
your choice that is a choice in and of  itself.

See you poolside and bring your smile!

We were watching Leo swim yesterday. He is a fairly new swimmer 
to our group. Like many younger swimmers he swims with his 
head way up, water line near his eyebrows, looking pretty much 
straight ahead.

We asked him how fast his 100 free is. He responded saying 52.3. 
We said back to him, “If  you put your head down you would go 49 
high”. of  course his eyebrows went up.

Then we said, “You don’t have to get in any better shape to do 
that, you just need to have a better shape in the water.” The whole 
pool got kinda quiet as that thought turned over in their minds. 
Then the smiles as they recognized how the same words meant 
different things.

Gotta love this coaching gig…see you pool side.

it’s All in How You Use the Words
Sunday, March 8, 2015
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Swimmers will be competing un-shaved and un-tapered (not rested) 
the mass majority of  their swimming career. only a minuscule 
percentage of  competitions will include shaving and tapering 
(typically championship meets). This is true for every level of  
competitive swimmer from novice, to olympians. Best times for 13 
& over swimmers usually occur during shave and taper periods. Not 
swimming best times for the majority of  the season, may lead to 
negative attitudes, frustration, and a sense of  failure. Many senior 
swimmers lose interest in the sport and quit because they very rarely 
produce best times. The guidelines in this report may help alleviate 
negative attitudes and help create an optimistic environment for 
athletes living in the “tired” days of  competitive swimming. 

There are numerous factors to consider (attitudes, attendance, 
effort, diet/nutrition, goals; etc.) during the training cycle, which 
help increase the odds of  going best times at the end of  the season. 
one area of  focus, is what I like to call; “The Zone.” Swimmers 
who continually swim in the zone tend to swim faster at the end of  
the season compared to those who do not swim in the zone. 

So, what is “The Zone?” 

The zones are times that swimmers should be striving for 
throughout their season (swimming tired). The sooner a swimmer 
can get into the zone, the greater the odds of  achieving best times at 
the end of  the season, or at the championship meet. Here they are:

ZONe tIMeS
 » Your best time:

 » 50’s No more than +1 second

 » 100’s No more than +2 seconds

 » 200’s No more than +4 seconds

 » 400/500 No more than +10 seconds

 » 800/1000/1650 No more than +20 seconds

How’s this work? Examples:

1. A swimmer’s best time in the 50yd free is 25.00. So, that 
swimmer would need to be going 26.00 or faster throughout 
the season to be considered in the zone. (+1 second)

2. A swimmer’s best time in the 100yd fly is 59.75. So, to be in 
the zone, he/she would need to be going 1:01.75 or faster 
throughout the season. (+2 seconds)

3. Best time of  2:12.50 in the 200yd IM, would mean that 
swimmer needs to be 2:16.50 or faster. (+4 seconds)

4. A 500yd free best of  5:10.99, he/she needs to be holding 
5:20.99 or faster. (+10)

Swimming in the zone is not easy to do. (Re-read that) I never said 
that swimming in the zone is easy. In fact, it’s really tough. But 
then again, nothing in this sport is easy, and best times are never 
given away. 

It takes a lot of  work and dedication to get into the zone, especially 
early in the season. Swimmers must approach meets with zone 
times in mind. Not going best time’s mid-season isn’t a bad thing, 
as long as you are within striking range of  your best. 

Within striking range = the Zone 

If  a swimmer cannot get into the zone throughout the season, then 
all the other factors of  the training cycle should be re-considered.

From coaching observations, when senior swimmers are in the 
zone, they keep coming back... Year after year. Swim in the Zone!

ABOUT THE AUTHOR:

Coach Dave Willoughby has been coaching 
Southwest Aquatic Team (SWAT) for the 
last five years. Coach Willoughby coached 
SWAT to a first place team title at the 
Wisconsin State Championships, and was 
awarded Wisconsin Age Group Coach of  
the Year twice. Dave has also coached 16 
individual Wisconsin State Champions, 13 
Wisconsin State Records, 4 #1 National 
Rankings and 34 NAG (National Age 
Group) Top-16 Times. Thanks Coach!

 Swimming
   in the

Zone
By Coach Dave Willoughby
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The survey also yielded many useful comments 
and personal stories about people’s firsthand 
experiences with SWB. one such story was 
shared by Paul Kornfeld, multiple NCAA 
champion, former World Record holder, 
multiple National Champion & Record holder. 
Fortunately, Paul’s story describes “his close 
call” with SWB. We then reached out to Paul 
and he graciously agreed to do the following 
interview, which elaborates on his story.

you were an internationally ranked 
swimmer at the height of  your career when 
you experienced shallow water blackout 
during a routine practice. would you 
describe the training circumstances and 
what happened?

PK: My incident happened during a normal 
training session my senior year at Stanford 
University. It was early February and we were 
preparing for the championship season a few 
weeks away. I remember this practice because 
2009 was the year of  the full-body suit era. 
In this practice, a lot of  us were trying out a 
new full-body suit to get the feel of  it at race 
pace. I was still recovering from a respiratory 
infection and was coughing and having trouble 
getting full oxygen during practice.

My blackout incident happened during a 
normal breath holding set in a 25 yard pool 
of  4 laps swim, 1 underwater, 3 laps swim, 1 
underwater, 2 laps swim, 1 underwater, 1 lap 
swim, 1 underwater. I believe we repeated 
that set as well. This was actually a pretty 
easy breath holding set compared to having 
to do a 50m no breath or 20 x25s underwater 
dolphin kick or something else that I would 
have struggled with much more. I was never 
that great at underwater swims, but for this set 
I was doing underwater breaststroke pullouts 
or swim, which is usually pretty easy for me 
and for any NCAA swimmer at my level as my 
teammates were having no problem with it.

However, on this day, I was having trouble 
with routine 25’s underwater. With being sick 
and not being able to get full oxygen during 
my breaths, having a compression full-body 
suit on, and struggling with breath holding 
on this day, it led to a bad combination where 
on one of  the 25’s underwater, I momentarily 
blacked out or lost memory of  what happened 
towards the end of  the 25 underwater. I was 
able to get to the wall and get one hand on 
the wall, but I don’t remember how long it 
took for me to lift my head up for a breath. 

For all I know, it could have been just a few 
seconds or much longer like 10+ seconds, but 
I felt dizzy and confused. All I knew was that 
it wasn’t normal. The uneasy feeling of  not 
knowing what just happened and confusion 
overtook me, so I jumped out of  the water 
to try to regain my breath, as this shouldn’t 
have happened from a routine underwater 
25. I didn’t try to push it anymore after this 
and told my coach, Ted Knapp, briefly about 
what happened. Then we mutually decided 
I was done for the day. I got changed, and 
reported directly to our athletic trainer, Scott 
Andersen, and let him know what happened.

were you aware of  Shallow water Blackout 
(SwB) before it happened to you as you 
described?

PK: I wasn’t aware of  the term shallow water 
blackout exactly. I obviously knew that you 
could blackout under water from long-term 
breath holding or hyperventilation breath 
holding. I didn’t think it would ever happen to 
me at this stage of  my training and career was 
when I was in the best shape of  my life.

what did your coaches do after that 
incident? Did they make any modifications 

Shallow water Blackout (SwB), until recently, has been a misunderstood and little known phenomenon, especially in competitive swimming. 
Over the last several months, Vasa shared a series of  articles about Shallow water Blackout and we conducted a survey to learn just how 
prevalent it has been in the swimming community. the survey results are posted below.

We ran the 4-question survey from November 2014 through February 2015. In total, 605 people responded to the following questions:

Survey Questions Yes No

Were you aware of Shallow Water Blackout? 60% 40%

has it happened to you or a swimmer you know? 35% 65%

If yes, did death or harm occur as a result? 45% 55%

Do you understand what causes SWB and how to prevent it from happening? 82% 18%

shallow Water
Blackout 

Prevention
Awareness. Education. Prevention.

By VASA, March 25, 2015
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to the training methods in 
order to prevent this from 
happening to anyone else?

PK: I count myself  blessed 
that after the incident. My 
coaches and training staff  
took my concern seriously 
and had me go through 
rigorous testing to make sure 
that there wasn’t a hidden 
biological or cardiovascular 
issue that might have caused 
this. The next day, I went to 
the Stanford Hospital and 
underwent numerous EKG, 
stress EKG, ultrasound, 
cardiac MRI, and other tests 
over the next few days before 
I was cleared to compete 
again. After going through 
all the tests to figure out 
what might have caused this, I did lots of  
research and diagnosed this incident as SWB 
that seemed to have been caused by a perfect 
storm of  conditions (respiratory infection 
causing limited oxygen, compression suit 
on my chest, and warning signs of  routine 
under waters being much more challenging). 
Luckily, I have never experienced anything 
similar to this again and didn’t change my 
training too much afterwards. However, I was 
much more cautious when it came to under 
waters and heeded any warning signs while 
doing hypoxic training.

Are you aware if  it happened to any other 
swimmers? IF yes, did death or harm occur 
as a result? Please describe any pertinent 
details.

PK: I wasn’t aware that it had happened to any 
other elite world-class swimmers. However, 
during my research about SWB, I was shocked 
to read that it happened often to Navy Seal 
trainees, who are male, early 20’s, and in great 
shape. I had a misconception that if  you are in 
elite physical shape, these incidents shouldn’t 
happen to you. Part of  the reason for sharing 
my story is that I know that it has happened 
to many other swimmers across the world as 
people are pushing their limits more and more. 
I hope this inspires them to share their stories 
as well and encourage them to make others 
aware of  SWB, and the simple, effective ways 
to prevent SWB accidents.

Do you now understand what causes SwB 
and how to prevent it from happening?

PK: My incident might not be the typical SWB 
case because I didn’t do any hyperventilation 

(and have never practiced that), but because 
my body was weak, overexerted, and oxygen 
deprived from being sick, it may have caused 
similar effects. I think I was more aware of  
deep water blackout which results from a 
rapid drop in the partial pressure of  oxygen 
in the lungs on ascent. But yes, I have become 
much more aware of  the dangers of  SWB 
for all swimmers, and especially for elite 
swimmers who practice hyperventilation 
and extreme hypoxic breath holding sets. 
Education is part of  prevention. It is key for 
swimmers to avoid hyperventilation before 
underwater or breath holding sets.

what recommendations would you like 
to give to swimmers, parents and coaches 
regarding prevention of  SwB?

PK: I know I would sometimes go to the 
Stanford swimming pool on my own to do a 
workout or practice drills, etc. when there were 
no lifeguards or coaches on duty. I don’t think I 
did any breath holding activities on my own or 
without supervision. I could see how swimmers 
at my level might easily do routine breath 
holding sets without thinking twice about 
it, since they have done it a thousand times 
before without problem. Where I now see the 
problem with this thinking is that it can happen 
to anyone and the risk isn’t correlated to fitness 
level or even if  you are pushing yourself  
beyond prior limits. Anytime you are doing 
hypoxic work, it should be taken seriously and 
done only under coach supervision. As elite 
competitors, swimmers will always want to 
push their limits to improve. With the 25 yd/m 
racing increasingly emphasizing underwater 
dolphin kicking, it seems to be more important 
than ever to know your limits and swim smart. 

My advice is simply don’t take unnecessary 
risks with unsupervised hypoxic under water 
repeats. Ask a coach or supervisor if  something 
doesn’t seem right and know your limits.

Are you still swimming and what are you 
doing now?

PK: I retired from competitive swimming 
after the 2012 Canadian olympic Trials. I 
greatly enjoyed my swimming career that 
started from my age group swimming with 
Blue Tide Aquatics in Kingwood, Texas to 
collegiate swimming at Stanford University 
to professional swimming with the Canadian 
National Team and the University of  
Calgary Swim Club in Calgary, Canada. I was 
blessed to have great teammates and coaches 
along the way who helped me achieve many 
goals, records, championships, etc. beyond 
what I imagined. I am now living in Calgary, 
Alberta, Canada with my wife, Laura. I work 
in the finance industry now for a technical 
analysis company, SIACharts.com where 
we sell an investment tool based on relative 
strength to licensed professional investment 
advisors. I am pursing my CFA designation 
to become a Portfolio Manager in the future 
as our company is looking to expand into 
Wealth Management.

This entry was posted on March 25, 2015 by Vasa, 
Inc. For additional information about Shallow 
Water Blackout Prevention, visit the VASA website 
to watch an excellent video PSA featuring Bob 
Bowman. If  you would like to read or share the 
educational articles, we encourage you to do so 
(learn more at www.vasatrainer.com/blog/).

Diagram from ShallowWaterBlackoutPrevention.org, courtesy of Aquatics International.
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Recent trends in the adjudication of 
extraordinary ability petitions for athletes 
seems to represent a strict interpretational 
inclination on the part of Service Center 
Adjudicators in the evaluation of the 
statutory eligibility criteria; specifically, as 
it relates to:

1.) Sustained national acclaim,

2.) The lead critical role component, and

3.) Prospective intent.

In a career that has spanned 17 years, 
representing athletes in diverse fields 
from track and field and soccer to boxing 
and tennis, and most recently, a specific 
focus on elite competitive swimming, it 
is clear that we have entered a new era in 
the presentation of extraordinary ability 
petitions on behalf of athletes.

The purpose of this missive is to share 
certain observations that I have made in this 
unique practice area. As a threshold matter, 
it should be noted that the presentation of 
evidence, and analytical framework proffered 
by practitioners has been characterized by 
USCIS adjudicators as “more of an art form 
than a science”, clarifying the subjective 
nature of the decision-making process, 
and consequently removing a degree of 
adjudicatory predictability, and replacing it 
with an institutionalized elusiveness. Based 
on the foregoing, it should be noted that:

 » Mere membership on national teams, 
or federations, and “participating”, in 
international competitions, including 
the olympics, is not determinative of 
eligibility. If the country of nationality 
does not represent a strong tradition 
of extraordinary achievement in the 
discipline, such evidentiary submissions, 

in themselves, are subject to a higher 
level of evaluation. It is becoming 
evident through recent decisions, 
that “hardware”, that is, medals, 
and top placement in international 
competitions, are a more persuasive 
method of establishing eligibility.

 » Lead-role, in itself, is easily challenged 
if the lead role is for an organization, 
or team, that does not represent a 
tradition of acclaim in the field. This 
needs to be evaluated on a case by 
case basis, with clear analysis of the 
national federation’s membership 
by-laws governing the national team 
qualification procedures. Ultimately, 
we have observed a steady shift 
towards interpretational rigidity in the 
application of this criteria, whereby 
it seems that the athlete must place 
among the top-3 finalists at their 
national championships, or trials for 
international competitions, for this 
category to be applicable.

 » Prospective intent is becoming an 
increasingly challenging standard to 
satisfy within the context of the required 
“Kazarian” analysis, and specifically, 
within the field of athletics. While an IT 
innovator, or artist, may develop work 
product in their field for many years 
to come, the “shelf life” of an athlete is 
greatly diminished by age. While an 
IT innovator/entrepreneur may create 
jobs, promote technological innovation 
and generate significant revenue for 
the US economy, an athlete, while 
certainly contributing significantly to 
US athletic prominence, promoting 
health and fitness and contributing to 
US competitiveness in sport, does not 

lend him/herself to clearly articulable 
raw economic contributions that are 
readily quantifiable.

While the foregoing analysis is not meant 
to represent the categorical ineligibility of 
athlete self-petitioners, to the contrary, the 
category still remains a viable option for 
elite athletes, it is simply written with the 
caveat that such athletes should recognize 
the increasingly high standard for 
adjudications, and work closely with their 
attorneys to develop the type of targeted 
evidence that truly represents consistency 
with the statutory framework, legislative 
intent and the evolution of jurisprudence 
in this classification. Petitions should be 
developed on a case by case basis, with 
close attention to objectively supported 
evidence. As the cliché’ states, and as 
certainly is the case in the practice of 
representing extraordinary ability athletes, 
“one size” does not fit all.

Joshua P. Bratter, esquire
JoSHUA P. BRATTER PA
IMMIGRATIoN LAW FIRM
MIAMI BEACH, FLoRIDA

Shaune D. Fraser, JD 2016
3x olympian, Swimming
2004, 2008, 2012, Cayman Islands
JoSHUA P. BRATTER PA, Legal Analyst

The author, Joshua P. Bratter, Esq., has been 
representing extraordinary ability athletes in the 
O-1 and EB11 Classifications for 17 years, and 
presently represents Olympic Medalists, World 
Record Holders and National Champions. Mr. 
Bratter can be reached for Consultation and Virtual 
Seminars via SKYPE @ JOSHBRATTER or 
Contact him directly at: (305) 742-5603.

tectonic shifts in the

Adjudication of exTraorDInary aBIlITy PeTITIonS for Athletes

Joshua P. Bratter Pa
Exclusive Representation of Athletes, Entrepreneurs, Artists & Entertainers
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Winter Is Coming...
Avoid the Spring Rush and Renovate Your Pool This Fall.

Don’t wait until Spring like everyone else to try to schedule 
your pool renovation for a Memorial Day completion.  
Involve RenoSys early in your pool construction or  

renovation planning. We’re taking reservations now for  
Fall renovations. You’ll receive priority scheduling, huge  
savings, superior products, creative ideas, and state-of- 

the-art technology.  Call 1-800-783-7005 for more  
information or visit: renosys.com/game-changers

Schedule Now for 
Fall Renovation
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