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!' SHARING THE HOCKEY DREAM

Story by MEG HEWINGS Special ta The Gazette
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THE NATIONALWOMÉN'SHOCKEYLEAGUEis the top senior women's league
in the world. It has tp:v~notchplayers, dedicated volunteer coaches and administra-
tors, and ifsvery ownnewly rninted version of the Stanley Cup- the Clarkson Cup.
But like rnany women's sports leagues, the NWHL ~an't seem to snag corporate
sponsorships; the players aren't paid; and the league has no fan base, financial sta-
bility;media attention or big broadcast deals. It hasn't corne close to getting verbal,
much less financial support, frorn the NHL.

sports leagues like lacrosse. '~playerhi::
the league makes $35,000a year. A lot ~
them are tiremen and poUce officers=::
but aUeast they make some dough. WI\Y';
should il be any dlfTerent for female :
players? They make gold medals, these ..
women!"

The game should be fashloned by
buslnesspeople and marl<eted by people
who know the game. "not just people ln.
terested in making money, who don't
care about the players," Charbon said.

Rider woITies the COImnerclallzatlonof
the women's game will mean !hat, as bas
happened with the NHL, the game will be
refashioned as pureIy entertaJnment ;,:

ln most women's sports, marketlng~
strategies are employed ta Increase the.'
attractlvenessof the "product" .and.',
players - often emphaslzlng the tradl:::
tlonally feminine ln an elTort ta attEact.:
male spectators. ln the case of the"
NWHL. "there's been some talk about
taking the face mask oITplayers," said'"
Rider. "Is!hls somethlng good? Wbat is::
the reason for il? (Is il) sa players can ..
see better? Or becsuse there's a feeling il .:
will attract more spectators?"

A successful pro league for women,
Rider says, would respect the tradition
of the women's game, which has always
put the needs and safely of players tirsl.

Bath Matteo and Charbon wonder
why sponsorships haven't managed ta
trickle down ta the NWHL, especlally
since sa many national team players
stay limher between Team Canada
stints playlng in their local communi.
ties on teams ln the NWHL.

"Wha!'s ironie is that national team
players play on our teams. People can
corne and meet them nrst-hand comlng
Intoa rink!" said Matleo.

The key will he ta convince sponsors
anrl media ta stick around long after .
Olympie years. White somc stars of the"
game, like Hailey Wiekenheiser and
Cassie CampbeU. have hecome house,-
hold names and landed a smattering of-
sponsorships and the orld commercial, ..
these deals have corne almost exclnslve- -
Iy from their involvement wlth Team .
Canada. The contracts have been bm- '

kered by Hockey Canada..YJhich owns '

the logo and propertles of ail the Cana.
diannational teanlS.

"If we work under ilie ndes and regu.
lation set by Hockey Canada, why can't
we have a partnership where we share
sponsors aIso?" asked Matteo,

The answers are complicated, Cur.
rently, Hockey Canada is the only 8OurOO,
of regu]atlon and Insurance governing
ilie female game ln Canada. Everythblg .
from amateur ta semi-professional sla-
tus ta foreign ehglbility in the NWHL '
falls under its governanre .

ThIbster ilie scopeand compeUtiveness :
of ilie female game, many NWHLowneri :
and players want ta see more of the :.
world's top players slgnlng up. The league ,
is worklng wiili Hockey Canada on a pilot '

projec! to ease Import restrictions and al- :
]ow six Imports, Thams are currently Um- '

ited ta four Imports (out of province, or ,
coun~). :

For the ever-calm Rider, growlng :
pains are part of the story of the:
women'sgame, .., ,

If players and advocates of modern :
women's hockey had beUeved skepUcs,
they never wouId have seen many of the .
game's tirsts: its inclusion as an officIaI
OIymplc sport ln 1998, the creation of ,
the NWHL,Wlckenhelser'sstlnt ln ilie '

Flnnlsh pro men's league or wlnnlng ,
OIymplc gold, ln only nIne short years, :
these huge strldes have made hockey'
the fastest-growlng women's sport ln
Canada,

"We can't get held up on the difficul.
ties and what we don't have," Rider sald.
"]!'s an exclting tlme, we aren't tled ta ,
hlstory or the NIIL model here. We are ,
ln the position ta take the best Ii'om aU ,
ilie professlonal worlds."

"Every little boy that p]ays hockey
knows the NIIL, I!'s a dream for them,"
says Quebec AvaIanche owner Vlnnle
Matteo, who says he hopes that one day
saon girls will dream of p]aylng ln the
NWHL and holsting the Clarkson ClIp.

The league Is plnnlng its hopes for
survival on creatlng a viable, profes-
slonal NWHL ln whieh players are paid.
Everythlng is "on the tab]e," sald Fran
Ride.; of tlle Ontario Women's Hockey
Association, the organlzation currently
handhng ilie league's administration.

This year, she said, the league will
make an aIl-out elIort ta reorganize and
put ln place a plan ta attract fans and big
capital. "There will he task forces specif-
leaUy ta work on championships, mar-
keting, rules and regulatlons, and fi-
nance and administration."

"For us women, the biggest setback is
that we stiU can't make a living out of
hockey," sald Montreal Axion captaln
Lisa-Marie Breton, who netted tlle win-
ning goal ln the league championships
last year Hreton doesn't have grandiose
expeetations of maklng millions, but she
docs wonl tn see her dream of maklng a
living playnlg hockey become a reallty

That should be possible, ln seven
yeors, the NWHL has become the pre-
m ier place for women ta play hockey nI
Canada and the world, attracting 90per
cent of Team Canada, as weU as elite
players from Team USA and national
teams the world over.

"Women's hockey is ilie hest we've got
ln thls country," notes Mlchae] Char-
bon. who produced the NWllL Champi-
onships lor 'l'SN last year and has pro.
duced several one-oii NWHL games for ..
CBC. "Stick-ta-stick passlng,no mid-
rink checks where people get hurt, no
negative aggresslon, Il is the salient,
perlect example of what you want YOur
son or daughter to play - and young girls
need somethlng ta ]aok up ta, and not
just every four years at the OIympics."

Sa far though, the 2006.7 season has
been anythlng but smaoth skatlng for
ilie fledgUng ]eague, Foundlng commis-
sloner Susan Fennell retired to concen-
trate on her polltical career as mayor of
Brampton, Onl., and the ]eague under-
went an expansion. Six teams in the
Western Women's Hockey League
merged wiili seven teams ln central \!Ud
eastern division ta form a unified
NWHL,

Midway throngh ilie season, the date,
location and broadcast dea] for the
league championships remaln up ln the
air, and the organlzation and structure
of ilie ]eague and championship tourna.
ment lU'esUUamorphous,

At ilils late date, Charbon has serious
reservations a broadcast deal for the
champlonshlps can be secured, and bas
yet ta he approached by the league about
negotiating II. "1 see law]essness, no
structure, no website, no cohesion and
no media presence. l'd say that's worse
than the Wild West. At Ieast you knew
where ilie stagecoach was and the sher-
1fThadagun,"

Like most coaches in the league
though, the Montreal Axion's Yanlck
EvoIa, who is a]so part-owner of the
team, doesn't seem concerned. More
than half way through his team's 36-
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Quebec Avalanche player Marie Michelle Poirier at a practice in lavaI. The NWHl team has no home ice,

game schedule he's busy priming hls year they'U play many games out of the
team ta defend Its titIe. --C61nSôe Laval, aild Matteo has also

On the lee, the Axion team Is dearly adopted a nomadic strategy, crlss-cross-
the one ta be.at this year. They have the Ing the ts]and ta play promotiona]
passionate and physical Breton and An- games ln arenas big and small.
nie (IIot Hauds) Desrosler, one of the top Matteo works with the ]ocal girls'
scorers ln the league, This year, they ]eagues that hast and promote NWHL
signed ou Team Canada staz goalle KIm games. The mlnor teams seU tickets ta
St-Plerre and have national team hope- thelr frlends and famtlies, and get ta
fui Cathy Chartrand on defence. But pocket the daor revenues at the end of
even wilh that star-studded ]lneup, the the nlght. I!'s a way to gain expost1re for
team Is ]ucky ta draw 50 people out ta the Avalanche and the NWHL at the
watch a regular season game at Étienne
Desmarteaux arena ln the east end,

Breton and St-Pierre actuaUy pay
$1,500 annuaUy ta play in the NWHL.
The rest of the season, whlch Includes
three weekly practices, home and away
games, group traveI and hote]s, is cov-
ered by team owners. Ta make ends
meet, most players lead double Uves-
the Axlon has a pharmaclst, a poUce of-
ficer, ajournalist and siudents, Breton Is
a strength and conditioning coach at ..
Concordla University, where she also
coaches the Concordia Women's
Stinge~ockeyteam.'

"You 'èan't look at thls as a business,
Il's ;>CRuse,"said Avalanche owner and
b'Aslnessman Matteo, who doesn't re.

"coup the approxlmately $85,000 he
spends each year ta ice his team. Matleo
Is a vo]unteer, as are ]eague coaches,
managers and therapists.

For the NWHL ta become a paying
proposition for the players, the gate
must become a bigger source of rev-
enue, and owners will have ta find cre-
ative ways to get fans ln ilie stands,

One proWem for the Avalanche is they
don't have a facllity ta caU thelr own,
whlch makes building a stable fan base
and attractlng sponsors difficult. Tbls

Charbon says women's hockey bas Ils
place inthe television landscape. "We
have shawn It ln international competi.
tion and at the gold medal game ln 2002
at Salt Lake City (7,8million Canadian
vlewers tuned ln). The problem is that
for broadcasters, televlslon is about
money and hlgh-profiIe sports with aU
thelr flnancial backlng, and sponsors
drive what we watch."

That means the focus has becn almost
excluslvely on male vlewers and profes-
slonaI male sports. bnt there are signs
that might be changlng,
. Take the example of the WNBA. Ten
years aga, NBA commissloner David
Stern declded ta Invest ln a professional
women's basketbaU league, He wanted
ta foster grassroots development of ilie
game - and Increase his female fan base
ta boast dwlndUng NBA televislon audi-
ence ratlngs, He used NBA dollars and
palred up NBA franchises with
women's teams ta create ilie WNBA. De-
splte the ]eagues boamlng start and big
gates, the WNBA sIiUrequires an armu-
al inft1slon of $12million Ii'om the NBA

ln Interviews, Ihough, Stern Is the
tirst to put the ]eague's flnanciai wœs ln
perspective: "The NHL doesn't make
money, but no one asks them about il.
The NBA has ]ost, probably, hundreds of
millions of doUars the last few years.
We've Invested $8million ln the WNBA
and the male media (cry): 'Oh my Gad,
It's loslng money.' (The WNBA) is not
]oslng money; It's an Investment. ln a
dot-corn age when billions have been
thrown Into useless assets ,.. it's so un-
fair ta the sport," he to]d PBS television.

For bis part, Charbon says he beUeves
the women's game can tnrn a profit - It

need only look ta more modest men's

"For us women, the
big,qest setback is that we
stili can't malce a living

out of (playing) lzockey. "
MoNrnEAL AxiON CAPTAIN LISA-MARIE BRETON

grassroots level, while developlng links
wlth mlnor girls' hockey ln Montreal,

''l've seen the opportunities for girls
grow and l've tried to open a lot of
doors, hoplng thal one day we'U get
sponsors and big TV rlghts and whatev-
er il takes ta get the ]eague ta another
level," Matleo sald.

What still puzzles most who play and
volunteer ln the NWHL, though, is why
so few big campanies are willing ta en.
darse the women's game ln a country
!hat's quite literally hockey mad,

Consider the stats: Female participa-
tion ln hockey bas rlsen more than 400
pcr cent ln the past decade. Canada bas
the ]argest feeder system for women's
hockey ln the wor]d. And accordlng ta
the NIIL, women now account for 40per
cent of Ils !elevlslon audlenre



Women's hockey inCanad~: the highlights

1889 Isobel Stanley, daughter of
Govomor-GenorallordStanley (of
Stanley Cup lame), plays 'n Ottawa
lor the Government Houseteam,
which beatthe Rideau ladles'team
ln the first recorded women's hock-

ey game.

1890s Women's teams are fOrming
ail acress Canada, exceplln P.E.!.
and Capo Breton.

1897 At the first women's match ln

Calgary, speclators are barred "lest
a fallen player display herself in an
unladylike fashlon."

1900 A women's leasue Is forrned
ln Quebec, wilh teams from Trois

Rivières and Quebec City, and three
from Montreal.

1910 leagues grow aeross the
country and women play by full-
contact rules. Montrealer Agnes
Vaulhler is a 51ar.

~

192Os The freewheellng 1920s
usher ln the first golden age of
women's hockey. Teams forrn at
many of the unlversitles ln Canada.

1929 Bobbie hosenfeld, ono of the
top players in the Toronto league
leads her Pallerson Pats ta victory'
agains1 the Northern Bectric Ver-
dun atthe Montreal Forum in front

of 12,000 enthusia51iefans

19305 Canadlan women are every-
where ln sport - and ail over the
sports pages. The fabled Pre51on
R""delles dominate Canadlan

women's hockey, setting a record of
350 wlns, 21O55es and 3tles -the
bes1 record for any fornale or male'
team ln Canadian hi51ory.

1941 War shlfls reereational laclli-

lies ta the war effort, lelsuretlme Is

drastieally red~ced and women are
forced Into t~,. pald workforce ln

large numbers. Ali women's teams
and leagues dlsband.

1950 The new televlsion era ushers

in Hockey Nlghtln Canada, whleh
champions men's professianal
hockey and the NHl in partieular.
Amateur men's and women's hock-

ey falls off the national and sports
nows radar. CCM 51ops manufac-

turing female-specific skates and
equipmenl. Women's hockey wanes
amid post-Second World War con-
servatlsm.

196Os The decade marks the re-

suscitation of women's hockey
across Canada, especially at grass-
roots Iovel.

1963 Rlngelle Is Invented as a fe-
male ailematlveto hockey, empha-
slzing graceful skating and IIlIle
body contact. ils popularity soon
sicyrockets.

1967 The first Dominion Ladies

Hockey Toumamenttakes place ln
Brampton, Ont.

1970 Equlpment for female players
(skates, "jill 51rap" and che51 pro-
tectors) Is manufacturad and m..-
keted.

1975 Ontario Women's Hockey As-
sociation Is refounded, afler dlsap-
poaring ln the 1950s.

19BOs Canadlan university teams
are re-e51abllshed .and girls start
playing hockey ln record numbers ln
Ontario.

1986 The Suprerno Court of Cana-
da rules lnfavaurof teen Justine
Blainey ln her fight for the rlght ta
play on a boys'team ln Toronto.

1990- Canada wlns the firstlnter-

natlonallce Hockey Federalion
sanctioned women's world champi-

,
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onship. Team Canada sports pink
and white Jerseys, In51ead 01 the
traditional red and white, ta try ta

win over skepllcal audiences and
marketers.

1992 Manon R~aume plays one

periodinnet for the TampaBay
Lighlnlng ln the NHl.

1998 Women's lee hockey appoars
for the first lime atthe Olympies as
an officiai sport. Team Canada, the
favaured team,looses ta Team USA

ln the goId modal game.

1999 National Women's Hockey
league Isbarn.

2002 At the Salt LakeCity
Olympies,infrontof an unprece-
dented 7-million-plus Canadian
television audience, Team Canada
wins a gold medalagalns1 rival
Team USA.

2003-Hayley Wickenheiser plays .
for a second-division professlonal
team ln Flnland
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