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Water Skiing's Olympic Dreams


A 13-year old walks out of the YMCA locker room into the warm pool area before the sun comes up on a Wednesday.  He is here every morning, and in the afternoons at least three days a week.  There is no lifeguard on duty, but the director of the Y lets him in anyway so he can get two hours of training in before he has to go to school.  


After stretching the boy pulls his clear, thin-frame goggles onto his eyes, dons his solid black swim cap, and dives into the pool to begin his workout.  He swims lap after lap, executing perfect flipturns on each end, breathing smoothly out of the side of his mouth after every five strokes, building stamina and strength, and putting perfect form into his muscle memory.


Every day, lap after lap, seeing only the black line at the bottom of the pool.  He has done this for year after year.  Why?  The boy is an Olympic hopeful.  He knows he is giving up part of his life to chase an unlikely dream.  He knows there are many others out there working just as hard as him, and probably at least a few with more talent.  But it is worth it.  The Olympic dream is something that can drive a person beyond what they or anyone else thought they could do.

Olympic sports are all about physical performance.  Athletes who make it to the Olympics are those who have mastered a physical art through the fine-tuning of their physique and mind.  The Olympics are a place where sculpted bodies with uncanny grace abound.

The boy's quest to make the Olympics is analogous to the quest of a sport trying just as hard as he to be accepted into the Olympic ranks - water skiing.


A look at the top water skiers in the world and it is obvious they belong in the Olympics, just as much as the swimmers, runners, and other athletes.  The water skiing community has been arguing for 54 years that their top athletes fit the bill, but as of yet water skiing has not made it into the ranks of Olympic sports.  There is no argument about the physical nature of skiing, and the qualifications of the athletes to be in the Olympics.  If sports such as curling produce athletes of Olympic quality, then top-level skiers would definitely be appropriate for the setting.


If it is agreed that water skiers are athletes of Olympic quality, and that their sport requires a combination of finesse and strength that is the staple of Olympic competition, then what is it that has kept water skiing out of the Olympics for so long? 


"It's the boat," professional skier and coach April Coble said.  "The one and only reason water-skiing has not been accepted as an Olympic sport is the boat."  

In all of the Olympic games, no other sport relies on a motorized vehicle.  This is the crux of the issue for both the skiing community and the International Olympic Committee (IOC).  


What is it exactly that skiers are trying to get accepted as an Olympic sport?  Traditional three-event skiing is the goal, with the three events being slalom, trick, and jump, and the winner being the athlete with the highest combined score from all three events.  

Slalom, the poster child event of water skiing, consists of a skier trying to get around 6 buoys set on alternating sides of a center course, through which the boat must pass.  Slalom is an impressive event that is very rhythmic and beautiful in its execution.  The combination of strength and finesse needed to be a top-level skier make slalom the epitome of what an Olympic sport should be, with one exception.  The boat.  The skier has to depend on the boat to give him the pull through the slalom course and to set and hold the speed. 


The IOC, as of yet, has not been willing to admit a sport in which a driver could possibly give an advantage to one competitor over another.  The issue of the boat and driver is not as simple as it seems.  New technologies have made the role of the driver less and less ambiguous.  The most important of these advances are cruise control for the boats.


In October of 1995 the cover of WaterSki Magazine stated "Cruise Control: Boat Driving Breakthrough."  This is around the time when the Perfect Pass system, the first and most common brand of cruise control in boats, was first being used in major tournaments.  Like any new technology, there were problems that had to be worked out in order to have the system performing at its highest possible level.  However, in the seven years since Perfect Pass was first used in tournaments, great advances have been made in the system and it is now universally accepted as a necessity for a competitive water ski tournament.


So if Perfect Pass can answer the issue of possible human error in speed control, what is it that is still keeping water skiing out of the Olympics?  "Even with the speed locked in there is still the issue of the driver maintaining a perfectly straight path through the slalom course," competitive skier Jose Moreno said. 


To a casual observer it would seem the driver guides align the boat with the course in a manner that would handle this problem, but at the very top levels of skiing a few inches one way or another make a huge difference.  For each skier to get an exactly equal pull, it is necessary for the boat to stay perfectly straight through the whole course and not let the skier pull the boat to one side or the other.  "At the top levels of competition, when the skiers are getting deep into shortline, even a few inches can make a huge difference and affect a skier," Moreno said.


The speed control issue has been handled with the development and improvement of Perfect Pass, and now there is currently a laser system being perfected that would, in effect, put the boat on auto-pilot and make sure it stays on a perfectly straight path through the courser to give all skiers the exact same pull.  


"When the boat comes out of the turn, the laser lines it up and basically puts the boat on auto-pilot," Coble said.  "When this technology gets the kinks worked out we will have eliminated another problem in regards to giving all skiers a nearly exactly equal pull."


If the human element issues brought into play by the use of a boat can all be solved to the satisfaction of the IOC, then it would seem water skiing has a great chance of making it into the Olympics.

"The fact is they don't want us in the Olympics," Phil Chase, chairman of the National Collegiate Water Ski Association (NCWSA said.  "The problem for skiing is not technical or mechanical, it is that skiing is another sport the United States would dominate, and that is unacceptable to the IOC."  


Chase has been working for 20 years to get water skiing accepted as an Olympic sport.  "We did everything anyone could have asked of us," he said.  "We jumped through all the hoops, but all the IOC does is keep giving us more."


Chase said the skiing community has answered all the problems presented to them by the IOC and are consistently rejected.  "We developed a system of cruise control that has pretty well satisfied everyone," Chase said.  "The issue of the boat being the problem has been completely taken out of the picture - the Olympic Committee said so itself." 

Chase, who has been in close contact with the IOC, says on numerous occasions demonstrations of what an Olympic ski tournament would be like have gone well.  He was part of a group that organized a demo tournament for the IOC in Seville that was a success, and most impressively a contributor to the effort to build a $25 Million facility in Beijing.  In Beijing, the site of the 2008 Olympics, a lake was built specifically for skiing, and one of the largest water ski tournaments ever was held as a demonstration for the IOC.  Everything went smoothly at the tournament.  Over 25 thousand fans were in attendance and the tournament received over 6 hours of live television coverage.

"The tournament was a huge success," Chase said.  "I was excited on the final day of the tournament, thinking we would finally get in after this amazing showing, but the very next day the IOC announced three new sports were getting in, and we weren't one of them."

"They have been jacking us around for 10 years, and they are going to keep on doing it," Chase said.


Coble, who hopes to coach skiing in the 2012 Olympics, is more optimistic than Chase.  "I think 2012 in New York is going to be a good shot for us to get in," Coble said.  "There are plenty of lakes around there that would make for excellent sites and by then the technology should be even better."


"April's (Coble) optimism is great," Chase said.  "But in my opinion if we couldn't do it in Beijing with a $25 Million budget and a perfect lake built just for skiing, then it isn't going to happen anywhere, especially in New York or San Francisco.  My personal opinion is, it just ain't going to happen."   

For the skiing community this is tough medicine to swallow, especially coming from one of the frontmen for the effort, and a person with as much experience dealing with the IOC as anyone in the skiing world.  "I'd like to be more optimistic," Chase said, "but after all these years the reality of it has finally started to hit me."

"Part of the problem with getting skiing into the Olympics is the lack of understanding of the sport," Moreno said.  "Slalom especially is something that is very difficult to explain to someone who is not familiar with the sport."

But many sports in the Olympics are hard to understand.  Most people have no idea of the rules and scoring in curling, or, other than a big mistake, what the judges should look for in synchronized swimming or any of the other judged sports.  So the lack of widespread knowledge regarding skiing should not be an insurmountable barrier.

"What makes it even more difficult is that none of the influential members of the IOC are involved in skiing," Chase said.  


Even though Chase has seen his personal hopes for skiing getting into the Olympics in the near future diminish, he doesn't recommend giving up.  "We can keep our hand in the pot, but we don't need to throw our whole body in."  

He uses golf, which has recently gained acceptance into the Olympics, as an example.  "Golf worked hard to promote the game and made itself so popular that the Olympics pretty much came to it.  That is what skiing has to do," Chase said.  "We need to change our focus, build up our own sport, our World Championships, and have an attitude of 'Who needs the Olympics anyway'," Chase said. 


"Phil Chase knows more about the Olympic situation than anyone," South Atlantic Conference National Director Robert Rhyne said.  "He has done more with it than anyone else I know of, he is as capable of a person as I have ever met, and he sees the reality in things without bias.  If Phil says water skiing doesn't have much of a chance to get in, then that is where we stand."


Rhyne went on to mention the push for skiing in Athens in 2004 and the efforts Chase and his group put in there.  Each host city gets to pick two new sports it would like to have admitted into the Olympics.  Athens only chose one, and that one was water skiing.  The Athens Olympic Games Organizing Committee (AOGOC) passionately wanted water skiing to be added, and to this day they are still appealing the IOC's decisions to override their request.  A demo tournament in Greece, not on the scale of the one for Beijing, but still a large event, went well and things looked optimistic for Athens, but the IOC overturned the AOGOC's request and said skiing would not be added.  

WaterSki Magazine and The Water Skier, the two major publications regarding the sport of water skiing, were both printing very positive articles about skiing's chances for Athens in 2004.  With Athens requesting only water skiing as their sport of choice, many people close to skiing felt it was going to be a shoo-in.

"With the great support we had in Athens, and then the even more tremendous support for Beijing I was shocked that we aren't going to get into either," Chase said.  "This has finally proved to me that it doesn't matter what we do, the IOC is just not going to let us in."  

Chase was especially disappointed about being turned down the day after the demo tournament in Beijing.  "They sent us a letter saying we didn't get in because we didn't bring enough TV audience," Chase said.  "That is a bunch of crap and they know it.   We had over 6 hours of live coverage and our sport would bring a whole lot more viewers than synchronized swimming or curdling."

"I doubt seriously that if China can't get us in, with all the money and support we had there, that anybody can." Chase said.

The water skiing community is just like the boy who hits the pool every morning to train, who sacrifices other parts of his life to reach for his dream.  Only on a larger scale.  The boy is one, with a small supporting cast of family, friends, and training partners.  The water skiing community is many, including individuals such as Phil Chase who have dedicated much of their life to the dream of having water skiing added to the Olympics.

What if he fails, the boy who is at the pool every morning?  What if his chance comes and he just isn't quite fast enough?  Is all lost?  Has all the hard work been for naught?

No.  The boy has improved himself both physically and mentally.  He has taught himself discipline that can be matched by only a few in this world, and it will serve him well in everything he chooses to do in his life.  He has improved his body's physical abilities and his health, which makes him stronger and more prepared for life's hardships. 

The same is true for the skiing community.  Though the quest to get into the Olympics may continue to fail, the work done in hopes of achieving the goal is not wasted.  For over half a century the skiing community has been devoted to getting their sport into the Olympics.  This devotion and desire has wrought major improvements on the sport.

Tournaments have become more organized, variables have been reduced, the sport has grown in popularity, and the quality of skiing has vastly improved.  International tournaments occur regularly, receive television coverage, and bring in major sponsors such as Ford and Chevrolet.  These are all a result of the organized effort to present water skiing as a viable sport to the IOC.

Possibly the most important change has been in the reduction of variables at a tournament.  To solve the dilemma of the human element, the cruise control system of Perfect Pass was designed.  This is a product specifically created to improve skiing's chances of getting into the Olympics.  

Skiing is not an Olympic sport, but go to any water ski tournament, whether it be a novice tournament put on by locals for fun, or the Masters, in which the top cash prizes are enough to make the winner a wealthy person, and you will find all the tournament boats equipped with a well calibrated Perfect Pass system.  Although the development of cruise control has not achieved its primary purpose of getting water skiing into the Olympics, it has made a drastic improvement in the sport.

This improvement, in and of itself, has been worth all the years of hard work put into the goal of getting skiing in the Olympics.  And with the new and evolving advances in laser technology, which will provide an autopilot system enabling superb tracking, the sport could gain another huge advance as a result of the Olympic dream.

Water skiing won't be in the Olympics in Athens in 2004.  It won't be in the Olympics in Beijing in 2008.  There is some optimism about 2012, but most people closely involved with the situation are doubtful.  

So what is the next step for skiing?  Well, it is kind of like the boy in the pool.  When he got his shot at the Olympic trials he didn't make the cut.  He now has two options.  He can give up, or he can go back to the pool, work a little harder, make himself a little better, and try again down the road.  If he really wants it bad enough he will jump back into the pool and give it his all.

The water skiing community is, and has been, extremely dedicated to their goal for many years.  This dedication has improved the sport, but there is always room for more advances, and they recognize this.

Right now, out there somewhere, people like Phil Chase are working hard to make the case for water skiing in the 2012 Olympics and for other Olympics in the future.

The people putting in the time and effort know the chances are slim, and that they are fighting an uphill battle.  They know the outcome will most likely be failure again and again.  But they have a dream.  And real dreams are powerful motivators that drive individuals to great things.  The skiing community has come together to work toward a massive dream, one that requires more than any individual alone can do.

That is why the skiing community as a whole has continually made a big splash, time and again, as they jump back in to give their all to an elusive Olympic dream.
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