NORTHERN IRELAND BRIDGE UNION.
Report of the Honorary Secretary 2025-26

Council met on 3 occasions during the past season – in September, December 2025, and April 2026.
As the NIBU representative  on the joint body set up to devise a draft Governance structure for the proposed new body, much secretarial time was given over to attending meetings between August and December 2025.
There are currently 32 NIBU affiliated clubs and approximately 1250 members. The trend downwards each year is continuing, as it is with entries to competitions.
The Northern Ireland Bridge Union finds itself having to make a key decision regarding its future. 
Over the last 50 years, Bridge participation in the province has declined dramatically. The Covid epidemic simply hastened a trend that had already been years in the making. From a time when clubs thrived, competitions enjoyed large support and our International representatives were able to turn in strong performances, the game has moved largely to become an activity for online participation by players, most of whom are and will remain at Intermediate level.
While it is to be welcomed that the game still attracts new players wishing to learn bridge when they retire, the need is to attract a new age group of younger players as well. Since it usually takes many years to progress to the top echelons of the game, this can only happen if we attract a younger membership. Within a new joint body a new ‘Bridge Management Group’ would oversee committees dedicated to promoting, developing and teaching Bridge to all age groups including one given over specifically to developing the game among younger age groups. 
To view our situation in sharp perspective, the following statistics from 50 years ago should be considered:
In 1976 the NIBU Mixed Pairs event at the Portrush Congress attracted an entry of 88 pairs. There has not been an NIBU congress since 2021 and no face-to-face version for some time before then. Mixed Pairs events have vanished from the fixture list alongside many other competitions that cannot be sustained due to lack of interest.
In 1976 the Northern Ireland Pairs – our premier Pairs competition – attracted no less than 96 Pairs in the first qualifying round of whom 48 pairs qualified for a semi-final  and ultimately final played over several sessions.  The 2026 event attracted 18 Pairs and even that figure was only attained after much cajoling and encouragement of players to compete.
In 1977 the flourishing Balmoral club hosted their own open team event that attracted 18 teams – the club no longer exists.
In the last 10 years alone, no less than 17 NIBU affiliated clubs have closed down. 
This pattern can be seen throughout the entire fixture list. Very few players wish to play serious bridge face to face, Intermediate players should be encouraged to play outside their comfort zone against the declining pool of senior players. To add to the problems, it has become increasingly difficult to locate tournament directors who can manage competitions despite many attempts to offer training opportunities.
But now -
We have a great opportunity to secure a better future by joining with the Contract Bridge Association of Ireland to form ‘Bridge Ireland’, a new body with a large, combined membership, greater resources in terms of finance and manpower including a fully staffed head office.
Within ‘Bridge Ireland’ we will become the Northern Ireland region of a new body with our own Regional Committee to manage internal matters. Those who simply wish to play face to face at their local club or online will notice almost no difference other than being free to enjoy access to a far greater range of resources and expertise.
 While the CBAI is diverting all its existing financial resources to the new body, the NIBU will retain its existing funds to spend as it wishes.
We should seize this opportunity to save our game and help it flourish in the future.
Michael McFaul
Honorary Secretary.

