Hello all, my name is Carl Strugnell, I’m guessing a lot of you probably know me from the Olympiad. 
In Baku we talked a lot in the evenings, mostly about Chess as one would suspect but also about Chess in Wales, and the different possible futures it could have. From our conversations, if anything, I became convinced I wanted to invest myself more. When I got back in September, I noticed there was a role on the board of directors that was vacant: development director. It seemed tailor-made. The development director basically has to define his role by himself or at least that was my interpretation. In order to produce concept, I’m permitted to think outside the box. That’s where I like to do most of my thinking anyway. I asked – politely of course – and was duly appointed. 
The first thing I did was daydream a lot. What did I want? That was easy. I wanted to organise a tournament, a big one, more of a festival, with simultaneous displays, many foreign Grandmasters in a theatre that the public could go and watch, with board projections, and earphones so they could listen to a commentary tailored for absolute novices and more for the initiated. A celebration of chess brought in public view. Something out of the 1001 nights, with belly dancers and snake handlers only the chess version. In a nutshell, a picture of abundance. A fantasy, no less, as it obviously wasn’t going to happen by waving a magic wand and I’m no millionaire. Finding a sponsor would prove difficult and I wouldn’t really know how to go about it.
For anything to happen, we would need to start somewhere else and the obvious place to look was education: the conventional approach. So I took a closer look, and tried to determine a diagnostic. Things weren’t simple. There needed to be change, but it would be pointless to ignore some facts. Some might think the role I have committed to is appropriate because of my level, but I prefer to think it is because I come from elsewhere and can see things with fresh eyes. For those who don’t know me let me tell you a bit about from where I’m from.

I grew up in a suburb of Paris. Things in France are very different, not perfect, true, they never are, but there is a lot more infrastructure and a lot more money. France is one of the best chess nations in the world. It has over 57,000 licensed players and over 400 of these are titled. That doesn’t come about solely from spurts of genius like Vachier Lagrave but by a solid foundation (I was the first 1st category player (2000-2200) MVL beat – he was 8 at the time and was very proud of the fact, today I never miss a chance to annoy him with the question “who was the first ‘strong’ player you beat?” :D ). My club alone had three full time contracts, two who gave lessons and a secretary who was there just to open the club and answer the phone; she didn’t even know the rules of the game. We were hardly leaders in this domain and yet I never paid for hotels or restaurants when playing for my club in the league, and way before I was FM I was paid up to 200 euros a game – that particular year, it was as compensation to play in the 5th division! If I wanted a job, I just had to find a club looking to give away a contract that their local council would provide, and I’d get one. I have been the trainer in three different clubs in Paris, one particularly renowned for producing child prodigies called AECE (association européene de competition d’echecs de haut niveau – translation: European association for elite chess competitions). But for lots of people I grew up with that was already considered opting out – a true pro gets his money from the game: and we started in our teens to go to bars downtown and hustle the clients. Who wanted a job if you could just play! At 22 I spent a little less than a year in America; I survived 6 months in Los Angeles, sleeping in a rusty Toyota, just by going to the park every day and betting 50c. I was young but I just want to explain that chess for us wasn’t a game, it was an ideology to escape the system and the production line. Anyway, back to the point…
I always took all these things for granted and was more than envious of people growing up in Russia or the likes where there are strong players on every street corner (at least in my imagination). Today of course, I understand how lucky I was. By saying that, I’m not trying to be condescending, to the contrary, simply stating the facts. When I see Wales (in the chess context) it is through the eyes of someone who sees what there could be rather than what there is.  You can surely sympathize; I went from number 200 of one country to playing board two of the national team – a dream for many players in the world. Three years it has been since I moved to Swansea with my mother. With enough time to think about it, I can easily describe to you my outside perspective. So here goes.
With the exception of the powerhouse TSK, there are but a few paid tutors who provide lessons in schools and it is rare they make a decent living; things are generally abandoned over time, to pursue more lucrative pastimes. Understandable. Even inside these rare cases, the children who are initiated rarely explore the chess realm outside of what is directly offered to them. There are of course exceptions, but too few to satisfy.

In its present state, Welsh chess has the misfortune to suffer from the flaws that stem from its qualities. It has survived miraculously through the years on a tradition of volunteering and kind-hearted enthusiasts who take on their own time to pass on their knowledge. I’m thinking of people like Ian Eustis or again Hugh Price, to name but two that I have met. These volunteers are without a doubt the soul of Welsh Chess. To have so much from so little financial means is a feat in itself.
But the negative effect has been to create a situation where it is thought that Chess and the real world – that of money, of finance – are intrinsically dissociated, to everyone’s greatest pleasure. Finally something escapes the rule of the economy and its hegemony. 
Let me take a step back. Not being paid to play a game of chess doesn’t bother me, I don’t consider myself a professional, I actually happen to like the game. But when I was expected to pay my way like everyone else I found it quite shocking at first, I must confess. I know, sure, why shouldn’t I pay like everyone else, what makes me so special? Yes, yes. But in reality, this situation is simply hindering development. Chess competitivity is hierarchy-based, to deny it is to deny human nature. You want to beat the guy at the top of the ladder. That’s why so many people play above their level when they play stronger players, they rise to the challenge. I’m almost scared to play in Wales for this reason and prefer investing in the West Wales league that doesn’t count for FIDE rating so I can take every game as training.
This rejection of hierarchy is not reserved to Wales but to every country in varying degrees; it is a stance against elitism that has its roots in the political left. I find this culture predominant here to the extent that it has become a taboo, and any attempt to swim against the tide gives a weird sensation of either misplaced capitalism when it comes to asking for money or entitlement when it comes to not paying, and is immediately stamped out. This situation is nobody’s fault, everyone contributes to this paralysis at their own level: it becomes the norm and scepticism that it will ever change creeps in, which fixes the problem further into gridlock, like two pawns on a lonely a-file.
My conclusion is that Welsh chess doesn’t need a development scheme, I wouldn’t know how to sprinkle fairy dust on top of it. What it needs is a brand new plan of action, not from within, not to build on the old, but something that would be free to start afresh. The solution I came up with was that we should let the pre-existing structure continue untouched, while building a business model parallel to it. The best of both worlds: a capitalistic venture that wouldn’t be expressed by projects, to give an impression of new, but by business solutions, with its risks and investments, that could bring with it a revolution. Imagine: if business could profit from 20% of volunteer work and have other goals than profit for its shareholders, and a non-profit organisation could profit from 20% of a business’ capital (rather than both stick to their respective areas) we would create in effect a perfect symbiosis.

To do it from inside the WCU would create a risk of sinking the ship and is just not reasonable. It would not amount to sainthood but to madness, making the decision-making process more difficult: the WCU cannot compete with what a company is better structured to perform in the domain of services, too many interests conflict. This has to be subcontracted, delegated to a body that is defined for this purpose only.
So that’s where I am now. From here, first, I need to convince the people around me, and have started with some of the board members. I received a lot of scepticism, as was expected, but also, more importantly, up to now, unconditional support. I have not passed the point of no return yet, I’m still probing for enthusiasm of the WCU clubs and members that this is a worthy project, without which I will probably find it less appealing. 
In representing this scenario in my mind, I’m presented with many difficulties but I don’t believe any of them are insurmountable. The logistics are complex and it would not be suitable to delve in them in detail here. I will give you however the intentions behind it as well as the main gist. 
Chess in schools is the priority on the agenda. After-school clubs paid for by parents at £4.5 an hour and a half (£6/h is the UK’s minimum for babysitting, so you be the judge), with well-paid tutors (£37.50 a session) who have a tailored curriculum that in turn fits into a greater structure. I have found a strategy to talk to schools and make the offer attractive to them as well as a way to provide tutors. 
My first plan was to use CSC but as charming as it is it brings Wales nothing in the long run, a junior here and there at the most. Let us not forget the WCU aims – as is written in the constitution – to propagate not chess but its competitive play. From a WCU perspective, CSC is the cherry on the cake but without the cake itself. It’s fancy dressing without the steak. 
So I thought I should go into business on my own. I needed to determine what type of structure would be the most appropriate for the job. Obviously, my first thoughts went towards a charity. It would profit by the name for a start. But that was my issue. Charities profit only too often by their status and sit on their laurels as good in themselves. I want a professional job, and profit by an image of professionalism, so a limited company was my final choice.

I’ve listed some of the main points how the company I have in mind functions, I’ve called it ChessCalibur:
· For a start we will never be competing with any other existing structure such as TSK or any individuals who already have their schools. There are 1310 primary schools in Wales, which is plenty of room for manoeuvre. 

· ChessCalibur will only seek to invest its program in 50 schools (that is 3-4%). It stands to reason that we would expand in time but once we hit 50, our priority will be to create another curriculum for some after-school classes to go beyond initiation. Growing the number of classes in a same school before investing elsewhere. 
· Follow-up: Provide 5% of the pupils in these classes (those who show talent and/or enthusiasm) with a similar structure on 20 Saturday afternoons in the year (£160 = £8 a 1.5h session = £5 an hour). 10 of these will be handled by supervisors at a minimum level of 1400 elo (paid £120 a bash) and 10 by qualified trainers, minimum elo 1800 (paid £150 a bash). Pupils will register in their local clubs at the prices they are paying now, to assist club nights – that could then be enjoyed as social events (the serious stuff being handled). 
· To the question, “am I in it for personal gain?” The answer is “yes of course”, undeniably. But this was exactly what I was referring to when I said the WCU could not compete in such matters. Personal gain is the necessary incentive for individuals to invest fully in the task, rather than rely absolutely on humanitarian kindness as we have done up to now. Be it on my level or the tutors, a partnership of two official bodies, one seeking capital, creating jobs in chess, paying tutors and providing a professionalized curriculum to the children, running side by side with the WCU in its chess development and propagation task, profits everybody, at every level. 
· The link with the WCU: 5 % of ChessCalibur Wales’ profit will directly go to the Welsh Chess Union in royalties, it will be, in effect, its official sponsor and main contributor – and that in return will be our main advertising argument. The WCU will also receive 24% in dividends after tax has been paid.
· But not only: 11% of its turnover will be donated to the schools who enter the program and 45% will go towards paying tutors. A lot of chess enthusiasts might want to make it a career, if only for that it’s worth it.
ChessCalibur? Why? First, I like how it rings. The Excalibur was the tool of magical properties that helped he who held it in his journeys. It comes from the mythical legends of Arthur passed down through Culwhch ac Olwen, the oldest prose in the Welsh language (source: Wikipedia). That is what chess is, a magical tool for life. To say it is a tool for education is already open to misinterpretation. Education in its literal sense, yes, a better perspective, not just bettering maths results.
To sum up. The idea of company creation stems from seeking the most efficient way to develop chess in Wales in a record time. Bringing capital to burn on the one hand and on the other, creating a strong foundation of juniors educated in the ways of chess, in order to facilitate the emergence of an elite.

To avoid any claims of conflict of interest I will not be part of the WCU management board, I will still strongly suggest our contributions be redistributed in various forms, here they are:
· Private training for the Welsh junior elite and local champions with our top players but also foreign masters (indeed, maybe friends of mine because I will be able to get a better price). I am already in contact with the Serbian Federation to twin our countries (it can be as official or unofficial as the management board judges suitable)
· Expenses for the Men and Women’s national team (it’s not normal Wales is one of the only nations not having this, it is the bare minimum).
· To help with the organization of international events and festivals in Wales.
· Better prize funds and invitational-s in local congresses to attract strong foreign players in order to heighten the level of our own.
· Bringing GMs over to give simultaneous displays and group courses to players of the WCU of every level.
· To help promising juniors with expenses to play tournaments abroad, encouraging them to do so (not only to raise their level but also with a K factor of 40 to redistribute elo in our local elo economy and move up the top countries list).

Final words

Of course, it will need time to build before the results are tangible. For the moment there is nothing, just a plan of action and a huge will on my part to make it happen. 
I’m hoping I can count on your good spirit and trust. I want this company to be associated with the WCU. Two bodies with the same spirit. Differing in function, in personality, but with a joint ambition.
Welsh Chess has a great opportunity here – why? Because it is a small nation it is capable of organizing itself. We don’t need a lot. Also, in Wales, if you take an appointment, with a bit of patience you can talk to a representative of the Welsh assembly. In a lot of countries, you can’t do that.  Up to now, the WCU has asked for better funds from government, I intend to offer them something, a political discourse of change (which they crave) which they can be justified in having. They can share in the credit against simply approving this company as a worthy initiative as well as their help in contacting county councils to set up open days.
Chess has developed in small nations such as Armenia; now one of the leading countries in the world, one of the only countries who has put it as an obligatory subject on their curriculum, if not the only one. Top players are stopped in the street and asked for autographs and photos. True in its recent history it was part of the Soviet bloc.

So take Iceland, it has the population of Swansea and has 13 Grandmasters and 58 titled players. Ah, it profited by the Fischer–Spassky event in the 70s, again true.

But it is up to us to create our own event that will have a butterfly effect. Maybe the repercussions will only be felt in twenty years but as the saying goes, the journey to China starts with a single step. We just have to settle on an understanding. Some form of official agreement, or why not our very own referendum. Talk about it in your club, let’s create a common vision or have a grand debate. After all, if you don’t like what you have read, please voice your opinion too. If this is not the change you are looking for, I am prepared to fight a lot of fights but not go against the common interest. It would make things too difficult, I need favourable conditions to make this work. First and foremost, to uplift scepticism at least temporarily, the time to create a dynamic. We only need to push hard at first, then things should get rolling.
Sincerely,

Carl Strugnell, development director of the WCU.
