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Emerald Coast United a tale of two futbol clubs

 Force, Wave join together in hopes of becoming the Panhandle's premier soccer club                           
Byline: Adam Pruiett 

Jun. 2--Apart, the Northwest Florida Force and the Wave Futbol Club were lagging behind other soccer organizations in the state. Joined together, the two groups could make an impact with the force of a tidal wave. 

That's the hope and the mission, as the Force and the Wave have merged to form Emerald Coast United. 

"Our motto," ECU club president Julie Hoegg said, "is to become the premier soccer club of Northwest Florida." 

Becoming one wasn't an idea that was immediately embraced by the two clubs. Hoag said as recently as two years ago the membership of the Force and Wave voted down a proposed merger. 

It was then reconsidered last summer, Hoegg said, and a merger implementation committee consisting of three members from each club was formed to outline a proposal. In August, the committee presented its proposal at the annual general membership meeting of both clubs and the response was overwhelmingly in favor of a merger. 

"I think people were starting to see that it's very hard in this area to be competitive with the amount of people that we have in our demographic area. We have a hard time fielding teams of true age groups that are competitive with the rest of the state," Hoegg said. "I think they were getting tired of not being able to field true teams and keep kids at skills appropriate levels." 

Phil Rose, ECU's director of coaching, said the Force and the Wave had a "good, friendly rivalry" but that breaking up that rivalry and forming an alliance was the right move. 

"I think the main advantage is we were working against each other and now we're working together," said Rose, who is currently an assistant coach with the U.S. national men's deaf soccer team and is a former minor league player and coach in England. "It makes it better for the athletes." 

Ryan Riggs, a junior-to-be at Niceville, has played for both clubs and is excited about the merger. In the past, he said, a shortage of players in specific age groups was a problem, forcing the clubs to snatch players from their younger crop to compete for the older-aged teams. 

"With the merger, there will be strong teams and they'll have (more) kids for each age group," Riggs said. 

Another advantage to the merger, Rose said, is that numerous high school and middle school coaches in the area will be working in conjunction for ECU and by combining their collective knowledge with a shared goal and curriculum, the players' development won't end when ECU's season does. 

"I think it should particularly benefit school soccer," Rose said. 

While Rose believes ECU can evolve into a powerhouse club, he said currently "there's a lot of foundation work to be done, particularly with the younger teams." Eventually he would like to see ECU make an impact on a regional and then state level, but those results aren't expected right away. 

"My expectation next year is to establish the club and get moving forward," he said. "Our emphasis is always to improve all the teams we have and develop the players into better players." 

ECU will have three programs: academy, junior and senior. Rose said the academy level (ages 6-10) is designed to build a technical foundation for its youngsters, the junior program will prepare middle schoolers for high school and the senior program will focus on college preparation for high schoolers. 

With this system of development, Rose believes achieving top regional recognition is attainable and so far "merging the clubs has gone smoothly." 

"I think with the blueprint we have we can reach that goal for sure," he said. 

Tryouts for the ECU boys and girls teams begin Monday and run through Friday. ECU will train this year at Twin Oaks in Niceville, and Hoegg said there could be more than one team in an age group if the number of players warrant it. 
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