EUROPEAN TEAM CHAMPIONSHIP PREVIEW

The European Pitch & Putt Association (EPPA) stages a biennial European Team Championship and the 5th playing of the event will be in Chia, Sardinia, from October 19-21 August. Ireland has been crowned champions on all previous occasions and travel to Sardinia eager to retain their title. This year the biggest number of countries – 11 in all, will compete for the European title including Great Britain, Andorra, Catalonia and Holland. The standard of Pitch & Putt continues to improve across Europe with the Catalans and Dutch hot on the heels of the Irish. Both are determined not to let the Irish take the trophy for the 5th time.  Andorra, who burst into prominence in the 2006 World Cup, will also travel brimful of confidence.
A 36 hole Strokeplay qualifying round will be played on Friday October 19 to determine the seedings for Matchplay on Saturday and Sunday.  Also on Friday, the Ireland ladies team will take on host country Italy and a team representing Rest of Europe (featuring players from Britain, Catalonia, France and Holland) in a 36 holes Strokeplay international ladies challenge exhibition match.

The Irish European championship team boasts just one survivor from the sextet that won the 2005 European Championship at Arnhem in Holland.  Liam O’Donovan will be seeking a record fourth European championship medal at Chia, having played on the 1999, 2003 and 2005 winning teams.  The Irish will be led by the country’s no. 1 ranked player Ray Murphy, who was also playing captain when the Irish were victorious at Lloret Papalus in 2001.  The Irish team boasts a total of six European championship medals.  Sean Downes was a member of the Lloret Papalus winning team, the year he took the medal for leading qualifying score.  That feat was replicated by Derek Courtney at McDonagh in 2003.  The Irish newcomers to European championship action are 2003 National Strokeplay champion William Buckley and this year’s National Matchplay championship runner-up Paul O’Brien.  Non-playing captain of the Irish will be Paddy Browne, who also filled that role at Arnhem in 2005.
Holland were runners-up on home soil two years ago and field three of that side.  Patrick Luning (winner of the medal for the leading qualifying score in 2005) is a superb performer and he is joined by the vastly experienced Rolf Kwant and the youthful Henrik Koetsier.  The Dutch have improved steadily since their debut in 1999 and this could be their time.  Luning, Kwant and Karl Berg formed the three man Dutch side that lost to the Catalans in the 2004 World Cup final.
Catalonia (World Cup winners in 2004 – at this year’s venue, Chia and in 2006) have run Ireland close in past European championships, notably in 2001 at Lloret and again at McDonagh in 2003.  Catalonia is definitely the most developed Pitch and Putt country after Ireland.  They always felt they would be the first team to beat Ireland internationally and were somewhat miffed when their near neighbours and newcomers, Andorra, beat them to the punch at the World Cup in 2006.   Marc Lloret survives from original World Cup winning side at Chia while David Sole, Fernando Cano and Lloret won the World Cup for Catalonia last year.
Andorra will be full of confidence after beating Ireland in the 2006 World Cup semi-final and subsequently playing well against Catalonia in the final but will they have the strength in depth in the six man format?  Much interest will centre on teen prodigy Marc Armengol and how he will perform on the big stage. 

Great Britain will feature the Deebles (father Steve and son John), who have played successfully on the Irish circuit, but one suspects the British may also lack the strength in depth necessary to challenge for ultimate honours.  An Irish native Anthony O’Brien will play for Great Britain.

Home country Italy finished third in the first two European championships and will be anxious to top that on their own turf.  France too have happy memories of Chia (third in the first World Cup there three years ago) and powered by the likes of the experienced Jean-Claude Richard and will be confident of topping their third place at McDonagh in 2003.

San Marino, Norway and Switzerland have had their moments in the past and will be itching to make an impact.  Denmark make their maiden European championship appearance.
