THE SWEDISH MIRACLE
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Blame it on Borg. It was the phenomenal achievemnent in the late 1970s of the blond
young Viking with the flowing mane and the rolling gait, as he plundered so many of the
game's greatest titles with seeming invincibility, that started the revolution. Between
1973 and 1980 the number of tennis players in Sweden doubled. Now, a decade after his
first major success — the capture of the French Open in 1974 as a 17-year-old — four of
Bjorn's fellow Swedes have ended 1984 ranked among the top 11 in the world — Mats
Wilander (4), Anders Jarryd (6), Henrik Sundstrom (7) and Joakim Nystrom (11); a fifth, the
1983 World Junior Champion, Stefan Edberg, was at No. 20.

For any nation (apart from the United States with its huge tennis community) that
would have been a remarkable feat. For Sweden, with a total population of 8.5 million and
only 125,000 registered tennis players, plus another estimated 275,000 who play
occasionally, it is a miracle. And yet, hard as it is to believe after so much success, in this
sports-mad country where 2.5 million of the energetic inhabitants participate regularly in
some form of athletic activity, tennis is only the eighth most popular sport in terms of
affiliated members.

As Borg grew into a national hero, it became the dream of every youngster who
wielded a racket to emulate him. The municipalities throughout Sweden were beseiged
by frustrated parents who could not find anywhere for their children to play or anyone to
teach them. Accordingly the local authorities were forced to embark upon an ambitious
building programme, and with the northern climate allowing only a four-month outdoor
season, that meant indoor courts. For future generations that stark reality was a blessing
indeed, for today the Swedish Tennis Association’s facilities committee can boast some
1,400 permanent indoor courts. Some 200 of them are in Stockholm, the rest are dotted
around the country — in twos and threes in small towns, in fours and sixes in larger towns
—to provide ample opportunity for anyone with ambition. The proof that the system does
indeed work can be found by looking at the home-towns of the five present leaders. They
all come from different towns (not one is from Stockholm) and Nystrom hails from
Skellefta, right up in the north of Sweden, where it would have been impossible to
emerge without cheap indoor facilities.

This guestion of modest cost is another vital factor. The whole ethos surrounding
Swedish sport is centred upon opportunity — the opportunity for any boy or girl with
ability, regardless of his or her financial position, to be able to develop it and, most
importantly, to enjoy it. The average tennis club, which often belongs to the members,
charges $10 to $20 per year as a membership fee, which merely gives advance booking
rights. Otherwise any member of the public can walk into any club and play on any free
court by paying the modest hourly charges of $6—9. The structure perfectly fits the
sophisticated nature of Swedish socialism. Through each of the country's 23 Administra-
tive Districts, the Swedish Sports Federation, founded in 1903, provides over the year
many weekend courses, covering a wide range of subjects such as club administration,
psychology and physiology and — in co-operation with the regional branches of the 57
Sports Associations — courses for trainers, umpires, officials and so on. Central
Government makes an annual grant of $22—25 million to the Swedish Sports Federation;
the county councils provide another $4—5 million for educational activities and the local
authorities a further $70 million to help the 40,000 sports clubs with their pursuits.

It is all very well-integrated. Not only are there weekend courses for performers; the
administrators and coaches are trained too. Herein lies the hidden strength of the






