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April 2008
The cover story in this month’s USA Hockey magazine (“Big Deal in Big Sky Country”) is all about how far Montana youth hockey teams have to travel to play games. It is certainly true that our travel teams from Missoula have to travel a lot to get in their Treasure State League games each year, and this travel requires a big commitment from our hockey families. Because Missoula is on the western edge of the state, our teams travel even farther than other teams in the Treasure State League.
There is also a sidebar in the article in which Al Bloomer, the coach-in-chief for USA Hockey (who lives in Red Lodge), laments that, “Where only a few years ago there were 400 kids in youth hockey in Billings, the largest city [in Montana], the number has fallen in half.” Bloomer laments further that about 1000 local associations in the US have fewer than 200 kids playing hockey, and “[t]hat’s pretty much the case for every town in Montana, and unfortunately numbers are in decline.”  
That is not our story. Our story of hockey in Missoula is a tremendous success story. Participation in our youth hockey programs is increasing, and increasing dramatically.

Our youth program has become the largest in the state of Montana, and is one of the fastest growing programs in the United States. Of course, this rapid expansion in our youth program was enabled by opening a second sheet of refrigerated ice, which finally provided us with the ice time to be able to offer recreational house programs and programs for girls.  Our adult program is unparalleled anywhere in our region, and we are experiencing more interest and demand every year. We are now in the same situation we were three years ago before we opened the second ice sheet: there is not enough ice time for everyone who wants it.
Al Bloomer missed a chance to talk about our Montana hockey success story here in Missoula. The reason our youth hockey programs are subscribed so heavily compared to everywhere else in the state is primarily because we live in the best and brightest community in this state, of course. But there are other reasons as well: our organization is a non-profit entity that manages our own facility, so we don’t have pay someone else for ice; we offer the most affordable hockey experience in Montana; we offer the most enjoyable and fun hockey experience in Montana; and we offer more program options than any other community in Montana.

First, Missoula offers opportunities for kids to play competitive travel hockey. Missoula has travel teams that compete for state championships, and plenty of our players compete and get selected for Montana select teams. This is the option that requires a commitment to travel to exotic places like Glasgow (my mother is from Valley County – it is exotic), Miles City, and Billingsgate. (“Billingsgate” means foul vituperative; it is apt.) The travel expenses over the course of a season are a lot more than the program expenses that we charge our kids to play. But if a kid wants to play travel hockey, it is great competition. And playing travel hockey in Missoula is cheaper than almost everywhere else in Montana.
Moreover, kids from the Missoula area can play house-level hockey from the time they are 4 until they graduate from high school, and then they can play in our adult recreational leagues. Hockey is life sport, as the creaky old geezers like Goodhart and Bevis can attest, and it is so fun that nobody wants to ever give it up.  In Missoula, we have more kids playing recreational hockey than playing competitive travel hockey. What’s more, we have more adults who play hockey in our recreational programs than all our kids’ programs combined.
Bloom can lament doom and gloom for the rest of Montana, but in Missoula, that is simply not our experience. 

***

The winter seasons have drawn to a close, and the littler kids have had their pizza parties and gotten their trophies. Heavily-favored Hellgate (read: New England) collapsed in the high school house final series against Big Sky. The travel teams have played in their season-ending tournaments, and this year the Peewee B team bused up to Glasgow and won a state championship. The Squirt B team took second in their state tourney. Other teams had hopes, and many came close to a Treasure State championship this year. The U14 Girls look like a force to be reckoned with, and the U19 team performed at a high level all year. Our coaches, managers, and parents put a lot in for our kids, and the kids played hard and had good results overall. Rich Haines was honored as Volunteer Extraordinaire at the Youth Hockey banquet for his years of service to the organization.
In the GHL, Cale Fylling and Kevin Carroll’s team, featuring playoff MVP Kris Doubek, took the Cup Division in some intense championship games. In Hang Loose, MVP Gerry Barron’s Paradise Falls ended Lucky Strike’s championship run; Boomer’s continued a championship streak in Advanced; Silver Slipper, with Justin McKay in goal, dominated the playoffs in Novice; and the Frost are the inaugural champions of the Advanced Women’s League.

In Intermediate, Mike Beltz racked up a bunch of goals in the playoffs, and playoff MVP Tim Doherty led the Wooddawgs to the title. I play on this team, and center Beltz and Doherty, so you’ll have to put up with a little more on this. Eclipse Engineering and Bitterroot Brewing both beat the Wooddawgs handily during the season, but Western Excavating beat both these teams in the preliminary rounds of the playoffs, and then the Wooddawgs took two of three games from Western Excavating in the championship to win the big prize. MAYHA Executive Director Bill Mathews plays for Western Excavating, and it was great to see him in the faceoff circle. Prior to this year, I had not won a championship in the GHL since the first year of Hang Loose on Doug Mayer’s team. Happy days are here again.
Tim Doherty was pronounced 2008 GHL Man of the Year. No one is quite sure what the award is for, but we’re all glad he received it, or earned it, or won it, or whatever.

***

The MAYHA fiscal year wraps up on June 30, so this is budget season for the MAYHA board. MAYHA has three main budget centers: Youth Hockey, GHL, and Operations. Executive Director Bill Mathews and his staff are preparing a draft budget for the next fiscal year for presentation to the MAYHA at the April board meeting. We will post this proposed budget on the web site for everyone to look over and offer comments on. Please send any comments you may have to Bill Mathews. Over the next month, the Youth Hockey Committee and the GHL Committee will review the proposed budget and propose any changes, and then the MAYHA board will consider the proposed budget at its May meeting, currently scheduled for May 14, 2008, and make changes to the proposed budget as it deems necessary, and then release a draft final budget. Final approval of the budget will take place at the June MAYHA board meeting, currently scheduled for June 11, 2008. If you have comments on any drafts of the budget, please provide them to any MAYHA board member prior to the relevant meeting date, or show up at a board meeting and let us know what you think.

***
Michael Burks and the Missoula Maulers put tons of capital into improvement at the rink over the past year, and although the Maulers may have hoped for a more successful season on the ice, fans and supporters really turned out for the Mauler games this year, and it looks like the team will be building on this year as a springboard for the future. 

Thanks to a donation from Kathy Ogren and Bitterroot Motors, we will have a spanky new Zamboni hot off the assembly line delivered on November 1, 2008. 

Our number one capital need right now is a new set of boards. The boards on our outdoor rink did not hold up as well as we might have hoped this year, and we will do whatever it takes to have a different set of boards to place next fall. Other plans include raising a wall on the west side of the outdoor rink to hold off the hot Bitterroot breezes that have caused meltdowns in the past.  Jackson Construction did a wonderful job on completing the east bank of lockers and the concession stand this past year. And what about completion of the west bank of locker rooms? It will take about $500K to finish the west side, and we are seeking funds from a variety of sources to try to get the work funded, but every penny you donate will go toward the goal, and every penny you donate is tax-deductible. We will go forward with the construction when we have a significant portion of the project budget funded. 
If ever there was a time that you considered donating to the rink’s capital campaign, this is the time to actually make a contribution. 100% participation of our members in the campaign would be nice. $100 from every member family would generate over $80,000 for our capital campaign, and would really help our requests for funding from foundations and other donors, because it shows that our members are dedicated to the future of the rink. If you play hockey in the GHL, you are a member of MAYHA. If your kid plays hockey in any USA hockey program, you are a member of MAYHA. If you care enough to be reading this message this far, you should give a donation even if you are not a member.
The question that is foremost on your mind, of course, is “How do I contribute to the Think Rink capital campaign?” You can put it on a Visa card from the comfort of your home or office by visiting the rink website, or send a check, or even press a handful of green American dollars into Bill Mathews’ hand. All methods work. We will accept colored Canadian money too.
One thing to look forward to is a new Montana Youth Hockey license plate, the proceeds of which will go to MAYHA. So when it comes time to renew your license, be sure to request a Montana Youth Hockey plate. It is not in circulation yet, but it will look pretty cool when it hits production. (That lame Montana Hockey plate that is currently in circulation benefits the Sidney Hockey Association, and Sidney doesn’t even play in the Montana Association; it plays in the North Dakota Association, so don’t buy that plate.) Wait and buy our Montana Youth Hockey plate when it becomes available.

***

I am nearing the end of my three-year term on the board, as is our treasurer, Beth Schenk, and board member Rich Boberg. If you have any interest in helping the organization by being a board member, please contact Bill Mathews to express your interest. 
If you have questions or suggestions about anything at the rink, please contact me or MAYHA Executive Director Bill Mathews. 

Tim Bechtold

tim@bechtoldlaw.net
