The 6th European University Championships were held in Eindhoven at the start of July. UK had three teams involved London men and women, and Sheffield Hallam men. 

Sixteen women's teams and twenty men's entered the European University Championships, which are a high level event with many senior and junior international players on show playing for their home universities. 

The British teams were full of experienced NVL Division 1 players - like Albrecht Glitz and Nik Ruh (Docklands), Spyros Masouros (Polonia), Tom Ward, Ben Wilkinson, Efe Eurero, Sam Bussey (all England senior internationals at Hallam), Kathleen Noreisch (Polonia Ladies) - but turned out to be no match for the height, power and experience of some of the opposition!

The draw was a little unkind, to London men in particular, as it pitched them in with Surgut State (Russia), Gazi (Turkey) and Latvia. Hallam drew Graz (Austria), Ljubliana (Slovenia) and Rennes (France). London women drew Graz (Austria) and Munchen (Germany) when a Turkish team failed to appear.

London women were simply not strong enough to upset a solid and disciplined Munchen side, and under performed against Graz, losing 1-3 to be bottom of their pool.

Hallam men had their chances against Rennes, and threw them away. Ljubliana proved to be too powerful and quick, but they had enough composure and discipline to see off Graz 3-1 to go into the 9-16 section.

London men started well, taking the first set against a tall, powerful but lethargic Surgut, but were unable to sustain it and went down 1-3. The Turkish team from Gazi were more dynamic, faster and used a variety of attacks and London were undone 0-3. Last pool match was against defending champions Latvia, whose best player had just signed to play professionally in Italy. A tall order but London played very well but could not endure the relentless power hitting and succumbed 1-3 to be consigned, undeservedly, to the 17-19 play offs.

The play offs saw London men beat Graz 3-0 and Inter College (Cyprus) 3-2 to end up 17th.

London women lost their play off matches 3-0 to Aristotle Thessaloniki (Greece), Paul Sahztier (France), Novi Sad (Serbia) and Neuchatel (Switzerland), all in competitive games but finishing 13th overall.

Hallam men had a tight match with Osiek (Croatia) but were edged out 2-3, putting them into 13-16 against Porto (Portugal) and unable to contain the main hitter, going down 1-3. Final match saw Hallam beat Life Sciences (Estonia) 3-1 to take 15th place.

The final stages saw some immense volleyball. The women's semi finals saw Eindhoven (Netherlands) beat Zagreb (Croatia) 3-1, while La Sapienta Roma (Italy) came from behind to beat Munchen (Germany) 3-2, despite losing a player with a broken thumb.

The final saw Eindhoven, with a large, vocal local support, and with five players who played in Dutch Division One manage the Italian threat and close the game 3-0.

The men's semis saw Eindhoven (Netherlands) beat a strong Warnia and Mazury (Poland) 3-0 whilst Surgut (Russia) had a classic duel with Ljubliana (Slovenia) winning 15-12 in the decider.

The final was a fitting last match of competition. Home support, buoyed by the women's success roared on the Eindhoven team but Surgut held firm to level at one set all. Colossal hitting power, massive blocks and dynamic defensive work on both sides gave the full house a volleyball spectacle to enjoy. Eindhoven took the third set by two points and a Surgut hitting error ended the fourth to give Eindhoven a double celebration.

The EUC website at http://www.stud.tue.nl/~euc2006/ has all the results, daily newsletter (EUC Times) and loads of photos. Not only volleyball but football, tennis and water polo were held at the same time.

It was a long, hard but enjoyable week as Technical Delegate. We had some issues and protests to deal with, but the players enjoyed it, and that is the most important thing.

Albrecht Glitz, top player in NVL 1 in England said "Personally I was very happy with the tournament in Eindhoven: First of all there was the fantastic organisation throughout with friendly and knowledgeable guides, good transport, food supply, accommodation, gyms, social events etc. Second, of course, the high quality of competition. Some of the teams played truly magnificent volleyball and it was a pleasure to watch them play in the semis and final. A bit unfortunate that we had a relatively tough pool but such is life. Still a great experience to play against the Russians, Latvians and Turks and in the end we did get our morale boosting victories against Austria and Cyprus."

Similar thoughts from Mark Kontopoulos, coach of London Women and EVA Beach Commission President "EUSA - thoroughly enjoyed the event, level of play was very high, social side great and accommodation excellent. Guides were amazing too - lovely girls and very very helpful. Would not have managed without them.

Men's standard was very good, easily beyond NVL 1, and the national team for the top half dozen sides. Women maybe less so, but top eight would easily compete or challenge to win NVL 1 here."

And Tom Ward of Sheffield Hallam though the same "With players who have signed for the likes of Sisley Treviso (European Champions), Dutch Champions Ortec and Russian Super League teams we are playing at a level much beyond the NVL division 1.

Being  exposed to this kind of competition is what the developing home based players need."

So, all in all, a pretty satisfactory week providing opportunity and experience for students from the UK, who qualify through the British Universities Championships. And some players who are clearly motivated to do well again in BUSA Championships next year to be able to have another chance to compete in European Universities Championships in Rijeka, Croatia in 2007.

It would be great to think that, one day, maybe it could be hosted in the UK, and allow many more people have the opportunity to see this level of play.

With 2012 preparations, who knows what might be possible...!
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