GIPPSLAND POWER MEDIA RELEASE

By Bryan MITCHELL

For the Loy Yang B Gippsland Power the 2008 season ended as it had done for the past two years, an over whelming feeling of what if, and or, if only. Once again they had stumbled at the penultimate hurdle in their quest for premiership honours and have that awful feeling of a golden opportunity lost. Luckily for roughly half the squad, there is a chance to address this powerful sense of unfinished business as they will be the senior group for the 2009 season. 

Things didn’t start well for the Power when key defender Jordan Dessent had to miss after damaging his PCL doing rehab after the win over the Rebels. His loss was crucial for the Power as he has been the general in defence and the side would miss his strong work and ability to take on and nullify the opposition’s better tall forwards. The conditions were testing for both sides with squawly rain making skill execution difficult.

The Power began the game against arch rivals Dandenong Stingrays kicking against a strong westerly breeze and were in attack early but unable to make it count on the scoreboard. The Stingrays scored the first goal of the day but were being placed under intense pressure all over the field by the determined Power players. The defence led by Daniel McLinden were excellent but too often the forwards wasted hard-won opportunities by no pushing up to the contest. 

A dashing piece of play by Nick Sing and then some vision and skill by Jaryd Blair allowed Nick Heyne to kick a vital goal but the Stingrays responded late in the term to go into the first break 7 points up. There was plenty for Aussie to be pleased with in terms of the boy’s endeavour but they had wasted their opportunities to apply scoreboard pressure to the Stingrays.

It was the Power who took the initiative early in the second quarter with Russell Lehman snapping a clever goal after roving a pack in the forward pocket. In his usual unobtrusive way Daniel Donchi negotiated heavy traffic to find Blair close to goal and he took full advantage of the golden opportunity.  Just when the boys thought that they had the momentum going their way, the Stingrays caught them out on the rebound. 

It took some astute work by Tristan Francis to put the ball in the hot spot where Heyne marked strongly and then goaled. The Power were moving the ball fluently out of defence but didn’t use the wind to advantage when going inside 50. They took a 7 point lead into the long break but there was a sense that the lead should have been greater considering the manner in which the Power had controlled much of the play.    

Early in the third term there were signs that the resolute Power defence were struggling to contain the Stingrays and they had the first after some indecisive play by the Power. Campbell Heath made a bad decision but quickly made up for it when he went long and direct into the forward line to find Nick Heyne who didn’t let him down. More direct play by Tim Ryan and Francis allowed Jack Weston to mark one out and it appeared as if the Power had the vital psychological edge over their opponents. 

Nothing could have been further from the truth as the Stingrays punished the Power with three goals that came about by kicking long and direct into the forward area and putting intense pressure on the Power defenders. In stark contrast when the Power went into attack they were wasteful of their chances to regain the lead and make it hard for the Stingrays going into the last term. They scored another goal late in the term and, almost on cue, the Power had their third shot at goal after the siren but like the previous quarters a critical chance went begging. 

Going into the last quarter the Power trailed by 12 points but had been shown how to use the wind advantage by the Stingrays and should have been ready to take the game by the throat. After wasting relatively easy opportunities early in the term, some strong pressure by Blair and Francis and clever work by Donchi gave the Power the all important first goal. The Power were attacking constantly but their decision making and skill execution were letting them down. Too often they went short instead of long and then added insult to injury by missing their targets.

The inevitable turnovers were exploited by the Stingrays and they had an easy goal against the run of play.  Some more purposeful and penetrating ball use by the Power resulted in another goal to Heyne and the game was up for grabs. The Stingrays hit back hard and snapped another after some indecision by the Power defenders.  Not to be outdone the Power attacked again but tellingly they could convert their opportunities when it mattered most. They had worked hard to create 9 gettable scoring opportunities but their 2 goal return was the difference between winning and losing.

Final scores Loy Yang B Gippsland Power 8 goals 13 behinds 61 points were defeated by Dandenong Stingrays 10 goals 8 behinds 68 points. Goal kickers, Nick Heyne 4, Jarryd Blair, David Donchi, Russell Lehman and Jack Weston 1 each. Youngster Nick Sing chose the season’s biggest stage to put his stamp on a game. He was disciplined and resolute when up against his opponents but took it to another level with his willingness to take risks and run with the ball and create many passage of attacking play. Fresh from his well deserved Morrish medal win Jarryd Blair showed all the unique qualities that had been so obvious all season. He was tireless in the heaviest traffic and applied enormous pressure on the opposition regardless of their size. His ability to use the ball effectively was a further highlight.

Defender Daniel McLinden came back into the side a few weeks before the finals and hasn’t looked back since. He has taken on and soundly defeated the opposition’s best tall forwards every week and was again brilliant with his disciplined and determined play. As you would expect, when the going got tough Tristan Francis was the first to answer the call to battle. He consistently put his body on the line for the team and won many of the hard balls when the pressure was on. His use of the ball was impeccable and he tried valiantly to set the tone for his side.

Forward Nick Heyne again showed why he has been so highly rated in 2008. His aerial skills, strength in the packs and ability to kick the ball accurately over long distances made him the potent “go to man” in attack for the side. Fellow key forward John Butcher again underlined his immense potential with another excellent game in the game’s toughest position, centre-half forward. He presented hard all day and took towering marks under intense pressure.

The coaching panel were also pleased with the contributions of Koby Stevens, Dean Woodhead, Tim Ryan, David Donchi, Campbell Heath and Michael Stockdale. Closer analysis of the better players reveals the reason why the staff at Power can remain so motivated year after year. Of the twelve boys nominated in this list 5 are bottom age and represent the nucleus of a strong team for 2009.  When you add the fact that 19 of the 2008 list are available again it’s not hard to see why well-placed optimism is a constant part of the Power club. 

At the conclusion of the game Aussie, true to his style all season, focused on the positive and told the boys how proud he was of them all for their efforts on the day and the year as a whole. He told them to learn from all their experiences, positive and negative, in the season and use the disappointment of the loss as a stimulus for 2009 and beyond. 

The key to the positives of the year for the Power are the way in which two groups of players tackled the challenges involved. The top age boys worked hard and with great effect to address their individual deficiencies of 2007. They not only wanted to improve what they did already but really strove to add to their considerable skills and consequently were outstanding role models on and off the field for the rest of the squad.                                                 

Given the example set by the old guys, the bottom age boy’s job was to adjust to the tempo of the TAC Cup and then work hard to meet the physical and mental challenges involved. They are an extremely talented group and constantly showed that they had the capacity to turn potential to results. They will be an outstanding group for 2009 with strengths in the important positions as well as some untapped flair and brilliance. With the possibility of up to three of the current top age boys being available as under 19 year old next year it’s not hard to see why the club is already looking forward to 2009.

This point is quickly seen by the fact that this Peter Francis, Aussie, Rob Reid and other Power staff will be in Melbourne with 30 of the clubs best under 16 players for an induction camp based at the Essendon Football club for two days. The boy’s are exposed to AFL club staff in areas such as recruiting, fitness, rehabilitation, strength, skills, tactic and the big one, nutrition. They also have a game against an older Northern Knights side to finish the program off. This camp is a vital and highly effective element of the Power’s development program and has been critical in preparing boys for the challenges they face when they commit to the Power program.  

