
USBA-USSS Integration Analysis 
Introduction 

Regarding ongoing integration discussions with the USSS, there is concern that the USBA Board 
may not currently have access to several pieces of relevant information. This analysis was 
performed to provide the entire Board with the facts necessary to make as informed a decision as 
possible in all merger discussions. 

This is an extremely blunt summary. Multiple individuals were interviewed inside and outside of 
Biathlon to supply as much information as possible, in as objective and informative a manner as 
possible. Every effort was made to keep this study fact-based and data-driven. Some of the 
information provided is publicly available, some of it is from the recent series of USSS/USBA 
committee meetings, and some of it is fact-based opinions stemming from direct interactions that 
leaders in the Biathlon, Cross-Country, and Nordic Combined communities have had, or are 
having, with the USSS. 

It is extremely important to keep in mind that this integration analysis was done to help the 
USBA Board. It is also very important to note that everyone who contributed to the document 
wants the same thing as the Board - to do what is best for US Biathlon. Please keep this in mind 
throughout this entire document, as many of the recommendations given by those interviewed 
are quite direct. Our intent is to help Biathlon, not to hurt it or the Board, so it is our fervent hope 
that all of these findings will be interpreted with this in mind. 

The first section is a PowerPoint presentation that former USBA President and CEO Max Cobb 
presented in May, but may not have yet been circulated to the entire board. Sections two through 
seven represent the work of multiple authors and contributors, covering a multitude of topics 
applicable to this integration discussion. We reached out to representatives from Biathlon, Cross-
Country Skiing, Nordic Combined, and Alpine Skiing, and spoke with individuals at all levels in 
these sports. We found all of their perspectives to be very useful in the attempt to construct as 
complete a picture as possible of the historic and current policies and procedures of USSS and 
the implications of these actions on this current discussion. 

There were many people interviewed who were quite critical of USSS, and for good reason, but 
it is very important to keep in mind that the final section of this document includes 
recommendations on how to best explore ALL of the options available to the USBA, 
INCLUDING working with USSS. 

This analysis is critical, but honest. Above all, it was conducted with an objective, evidence-
based approach with nothing but the best interest of Biathlon in mind. 
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II. Summary of concerns regarding the USSS 

1. Long-term USBA budget reductions – USBA currently has a larger budget than the 
combined budget of all three of the Nordic sports under USSS (Cross Country [XC], 
Nordic Combined [NoCo], and Ski Jumping [Jumping]). Is it therefore realistic to think 
that by going into this new business arrangement, the USBA would continue to be funded 
at its current level, in particular, in the long term? 

2. Consistent pattern of underfunding Nordic sports – Representatives from all three of 
these sports report being underfunded, even XC, despite medals in multiple Olympics. 

3. Nordic Combined mismanagement – Nordic Combined funding was essentially 
completely eliminated one year after earning the first Olympic gold medal in any Nordic 
sport in US history. Not only was this devastating for Nordic Combined, but it is also 
very important to point out that the Nordic sports are not distinct silos. In fact, many XC 
athletes, individuals who later went on to World Cup teams, started their careers as 
Nordic Combined athletes. By cutting off the Nordic Combined pipeline, the entire 
Nordic pipeline is damaged. This is the antithesis of athlete development. 

4. Absence of accountability – The USSS explanation behind this cut is that, “This 
happened under a previous administration.” The current administration has had 5 years 
to correct this financial death sentence and has chosen to do nothing. Every aspect of 
this is greatly concerning. 

5. Long-term instability – The current USSS proposal does not include any funding 
guarantees after 4 years; this, combined with all of the points listed above, portends 
substantial long-term leadership concerns for the USBA and creates excessive risk 
surrounding the potential for the USSS to not honor any of the conditions in the existing 
proposal should there be a change in USSS leadership or priorities. 

6. Mismatched skill set –This integration is being driven by the executive leadership team 
at USSS with a focus primarily on the potential for revenue generation for USSS.  This 
group has little to no experience in athlete development or the successful transition of 
individual athletes to elite-level success.  Almost no input has been solicited from USSS 
or USBA staff, members, or clubs regarding how this integration might work in practice.  
This is allegedly a key ‘benefit’ of this integration, yet the groups expected to execute it 
have had almost no involvement. 

7. Disregarding gender equity – According to multiple reports from US Nordic Combined 
athletes, staff, and coaches, USSS offered no assistance in the fight to add women’s 
Nordic Combined to the Olympic program. Everyone interviewed both inside and 
outside of Nordic Combined found this to be very disturbing. 

8. Ignoring Olympic elimination – The USSS also made no effort to keep Nordic 
Combined from being removed from all future Olympics, despite the extraordinary 
accomplishments of the US squad over the years and the fact that Nordic Combined was 
one of the original Winter Olympic sports. 

9. Lack of mission-critical support – If a sport is not going to receive assistance from its 
NGB amidst severe adversity, it most certainly raises the question of the potential level of 
USSS support for Biathlon should it ever be needed, in any capacity, on any minor or 
major issue. 

10. Poor reputation – The overwhelming assessment from athletes, coaches, and staff from 
all of the sports within the bailiwick of the USSS is that the USSS has a very poor 
relationship with most of their sports, in particular the Nordic sports. It is viewed by most 



stakeholders as primarily an Alpine Skiing-driven organization, and even individuals 
within Alpine Skiing expressed great dissatisfaction with their level of funding and 
overall support. 

11. Substandard history of athlete development – The USSS is making substantive claims 
about their supposed ability to improve and expand athlete development for Biathlon, yet 
the USSS does very little development for XC skiing, and absolutely none for Nordic 
Combined and Ski Jumping. All of the individuals from both XC and Biathlon clubs 
interviewed find this to be quite incongruous. Senior leadership within these clubs, people 
with literally decades of experience in XC athlete development, agree that while the 
concept of a more unified XC and Biathlete development pipeline is attractive in theory, 
the reality is far more complicated than is being acknowledged by USSS officials in this 
process. The statements made thus far in this process by the USSS show a clear and 
fundamental lack of understanding of the details of either XC or Biathlete development. 

12. Misleading proposals – The USSS has no direct control over the XC ski clubs and their 
priorities and programs. They provide little to no resources to these clubs, so there 
appears to be an enormous disconnect between the very general plans of USSS to 
improve Biathlon and XC development and the reality of implementation of these ideas. 

13. Disingenuous intentions – USSS suffered failed attempts to acquire both US Surfing and 
US Skateboarding, both clearly a very awkward fit for a winter sports-oriented NGB. 
These acquisition efforts further reinforce that this current effort to take over US Biathlon 
is financially motivated, as opposed to an initiative designed to be in the best overall 
interest of Biathlon. It appears quite likely that this acquisition would benefit the USSS, 
but quite unlikely that this move would benefit US Biathlon, in particular long-term—a 
concept that will be addressed in greater detail later in this analysis. 

14. Biased budget comparisons – Two opposing budgets have been presented, one with 
integration into USSS and one if the USBA continues to stand alone, and there appear to 
be numerous highly dubious best-case scenarios in the integration budget, as well as a 
clearly worst-case scenario applied to the ‘stand alone’ option. A much more in-depth, 
objective budgeting process needs to be done by independent analysts for a more 
accurate comparison between both approaches. 

15. Resource allocation – Senior executive compensation at USSS has increased more than 3-
fold in the last 5 years.  USSS total revenue has increased by an impressive factor of 2 in 
the same time period.  Little to none of this financial growth has been shared with any of 
the Nordic sports. The USSS CEO’s compensation package represents more than two-
thirds of the entire XC annual budget. All of these facts are both very troubling and very 
telling. 

III. Athlete concerns 

1. Athlete support – As noted above in Mr. Cobb’s presentation, and corroborated in 
multiple athlete interviews in all of the Nordic disciplines, there are substantial 
differences in athlete funding between Biathlon, XC, NoCo, and Jumping, with the USBA 
currently providing exponentially higher levels of funding for its athletes, at essentially 
every level. Current USBA athlete funding is substantially greater than even XC, despite 
their multiple Olympic medals, and XC is light-years ahead of NoCo and Jumping, even 
with NoCo also earning multiple Olympic medals. It is therefore a very logical concern 
of every Biathlete that should this merger happen, their funding will be reduced. 



2. Underfunding athlete development – To wit, why does XC skiing have the National 
Nordic Foundation (NNF)? According to the NNF website, “While US cross country and 
Nordic combined skiing budgets remained flat, the ambitions of American skiers did not. 
Their drive, work, and will powered unprecedented success for US skiing, but they 
needed help from the community they inspired. That’s when a group of athletes, coaches, 
and community leaders looked for a way to centralize the energy and generosity of skiers 
across the country. The result was the National Nordic Foundation.” This first sentence 
speaks volumes and further supports the point that USSS does not do a good job 
supporting athlete development and raises the question as to why the USBA would want 
to enter such an environment. The claim that the USSS is going to enhance existing 
USBA athlete development when they have a proven track record of minimal XC, NoCo, 
and Jumping development seems quite inaccurate. 

3. Lack of a parallel funding structure to XC – No organization such as the NNF is 
currently necessary within the USBA thanks to the extraordinary efforts of the USBA 
Board and its Foundation. By being placed in the same environment as XC, but without a 
dedicated funding organization like the NNF, the long-term financial prognosis for 
Biathlon is poor. Expecting the USSS to support Biathletes at their current level when the 
USSS does not presently even come close to doing this with their existing athletes in XC, 
NoCo, and Jumping is viewed by the athletes as extremely unrealistic. 

4. Diminished importance – Becoming “a small fish in a big pond” is a frequent refrain 
from ALL past and present athletes interviewed. Through all of their actions and funding 
priorities, USSS has shown itself to be a predominantly Alpine Skiing-focused 
organization, so there is considerable concern that adding Biathlon to this NGB will not 
only dilute the exclusive, high-level focus currently provided by the USBA to 
Biathletes, but this acquisition will ultimately even further adulterate support—whether 
this be financial, logistical, or intellectual—on all of the USSS Nordic disciplines. 

5. Scattered focus – The broader, substantially more fragmented focus of the USSS, along 
with no clear advocate within senior leadership or chain of command focused on 
Biathlon, is also a source of great concern not just from the National Team athletes, but 
from all athletes, coaches, and USBA members interviewed. 

6. USSS Indifference – The severe mismanagement of NoCo/Jumping was also raised 
frequently: if your own NGB isn’t going to lobby for you in your ultimate time of need, 
such as the exclusion of an entire gender or removal from the Olympics, what does that 
say about the priorities and overall effectiveness of the organization? 

IV. Summary of Biathlon club concerns 
1. Questionable intentions – The USBA defines its mission as, “U.S. Biathlon exists to 

support and encourage the development of Biathlon in the United States, to work with 
Biathlon clubs and regional centers around the country to organize training and 
competition from the grassroots to elite level, and to prepare athletes for international 
competition.” How, specifically, will this merger improve this? This question has been 
asked of the USSS repeatedly, and a clearly defined, satisfactory answer has yet to be 
given. From the perspective of the clubs, this proposed integration will make things 
worse, not better, for Biathlon. 

2. Absence of details – How is the USSS going to do a better job supporting the Biathlon 
clubs, the lifeblood of our development pipeline, when they have absolutely no 
familiarity with this process whatsoever? Multiple individuals have asked for specific 



examples during town hall and committee meetings and have never received a direct 
answer with a tangible plan or directly actionable items. 

3. Competency concerns – What, specifically, can the USSS bring that the current staff 
isn't already doing? The current USBA staff collectively have over 70 years of experience 
in all levels of Biathlon and an extensive network of relationships with both XC and 
Biathlon clubs, so the notion that USSS staff with a grand total of zero years of 
experience in Biathlon can offer remarkable new insight seems unlikely. 

4. Environment unfamiliarity – There are considerable concerns that the USSS proposal 
lacks any real merit, in particular in the areas of athlete development between XC and 
Biathlon clubs, and is instead a theoretical plan produced by individuals with a lack of 
direct understanding of either XC or Biathlon. 

5. Ignored requests – Multiple reports have indicated that many specific questions 
regarding several different membership issues have not been addressed by the USSS and 
have in fact been removed from committee agendas. 

6. IBU interaction void – How will the USSS be dedicating resources to the clubs and 
athletes to interface with the IBU and all international events and organizations? 

7. Resource hoarding – As described by the NNF, USSS has a historically dismal track 
record of sharing in financial growth. Total revenue for the USSS has grown from 
$35MM five years ago to a projected $70–75MM this year, but all of the Nordic sports 
budgets have either remained flat or had only modest increases. This suggests that 
Biathlon would likely also not be a part of any future revenue increases, despite the fact 
that Biathlon would likely be a key driver in additional revenue. Several have questioned 
if the true motivation of the USSS is not to better support Biathlon, but to increase 
revenue for use outside of Biathlon and, in fact, outside of all Nordic sports. 

8. Loss of control – There is substantial concern over the proposed complete and total 
relinquishment of control to USSS. From a recent USSS-led meeting, a big part of the 
'sell' on this has been how USBA will retain control over everything Biathlon. However, 
directly in the middle of the group's 'Task Summary,’ the following statement was made 
by USSS: “USSS will be responsible for staffing, programs, events, and admin for 
Biathlon.” Everyone aware of this finds this statement quite troubling. 

V.  Summary of athlete development concerns 
1. No specific action plan – One key senior official at a club offered a very blunt but 

insightful comment: “The USSS continues to throw around this rosy, unrealistic picture 
of development. Note that they have not provided any specific examples of what they are 
going to do. These are needed before their argument can be taken seriously.” 

2. Questionable support – What XC club leaders has the USSS spoken to who support this 
plan? We could not find any. What are the USSS's exact plans for implementation on all 
of their development ideas? Which clubs specifically support it? Which coaches? We 
could not find any who support this proposal. 

3. Theoretical, not practical ideas – Another very prescient observation from a Biathlon 
club was, “The ideas from the USSS, while not bad, seem to be very theoretical, and not 
very practical. They only have support from the people with no experience with any of 
these issues and absolutely no support from those ultimately responsible for their 
implementation.” 

4. Disconnection from reality – A very recurrent comment was, “It’s not that people don't 
want this shared development model to work; I think in theory everyone does, but 



historically it just never has, and there are lots of good reasons why. The USSS seems to 
be spending its time telling people to make it work, instead of asking those with literally 
decades of experience IF it could work, or how we can modify these concepts to make 
them practical.” 

5. Conflict of interest – Perhaps the most troubling issue is that during this entire process, 
the USSS has inserted their leadership team into the working groups. Not only has this 
completely removed all objectivity, as USBA staff are now in an environment where their 
potential managers are evaluating their willingness to support the USSS agenda, but it is 
also highly unusual and extremely inappropriate for an entity that is proposing the 
complete takeover of an organization to be taking a leadership role in the evaluation of 
their own proposal. This is a blatant conflict of interest and highly inappropriate. 

VI.  Legal/logistical concerns 

1. Ted Stevens Act violation – Numerous parties have noted that this proposal is in direct 
violation of the Ted Stevens Act. The USSS CEO has dismissed this concern as 
“unhelpful chatter,” yet the USBA past President and CEO, Max Cobb, who served in 
that position for 16 years and is the current International Biathlon Union Secretary 
General, specifically stated in his presentation that this is illegal. 

2. Independent counsel legal assessment – Former Assistant US Attorney Ed Williams’ 
assessment is also that this is illegal: https://independentBiathlon.org/ 

3. Promised Independent Legal Confirmation Lacking – In response to concerns about the 
potential legal uncertainty of this integration, USBA and USSS leadership have promised an 
independent legal opinion.  If this has been acquired, it has not been shared. 

4. Objectivity – Every Biathlon stakeholder interviewed said they were much more inclined 
to believe Mr. Cobb and Mr. Williams than an organization with a very checkered past 
and a substantial vested financial interest in the outcome. 

5. Objectionable intent – Even if this proposal is ultimately found to not be illegal, the fact 
that it is so close to the line, and that this is even a point of discussion, is quite 
concerning. Even if this arrangement is not a direct violation of the law, it is a clear 
violation of its intent. 

6. USOPC advocacy – Will there be staff interfacing with the USOPC and acting in 
the specific, best interest of Biathlon, or will the USSS be representing several 
different, diverse sports, sometimes with competing interests? 

7. Budgeting priorities – Who controls all aspects of Biathlon budgeting? If anyone from 
US Biathlon feels the organization is being treated unfairly, is there a process of 
appeals, or is the Biathlon powerless regarding all future directions of the sport? 

8. Organizational control – With this proposal, the USBA is giving up control of Biathlon. 
Once the USBA goes through that door, there is no going back. Given all of the doubts, 
question marks, and uncertainty regarding this deal, is the Board comfortable signing off 
on this essentially irreversible decision? Has sufficient time been given to this extremely 
consequential decision? 

9. Troubled history – To be clear, this is not just giving up the governance, stability, and 
proven history of success of the USBA to a private equity or VC group; it is complete 
abdication of control to an organization with a very poor track record of governance 
across all of its sports, in particular the Nordic ones. 

https://independentbiathlon.org/


10. Irreputable infrastructure damage - The USBA has done an excellent job of building 
an organization one hundred percent dedicated to supporting Biathlon in the United 
States. It is a very effective team that has produced multiple World Championship 
medals, and this infrastructure has literally taken decades to create. By electing to be 
incorporated into the USSS, all of this will be destroyed, leaving all US Biathletes without 
any leadership or governing body specifically committed to supporting them. What took 
years of dedication, commitment, and focus to build will be gone in an instant. Even if 
Biathlon is eventually able to leave the USSS, it would take years to rebuild this level of 
guidance, experience, and support, and Biathlon may never be returned to its current level 
of success, much less reach the Olympic medal podium. 

VII.  Next Steps 

1. Funding options – There is a widespread understanding among everyone interviewed 
that funding is key to both the short-term and long-term success of US Biathlon, and 
everybody greatly appreciates the efforts by the USBA Board to increase revenue and 
improve Biathlon in the US at every operational level. This cannot be overstated. All 
stakeholders interviewed clearly understand the incredible importance of adequate 
funding and deeply appreciate the intentions of the Board. The recurrent question, 
however, is if the USSS is the best option. It is the belief of many that there are several 
other viable options that need to be explored in much more depth before any final 
decision is rendered. 

2. Status quo model – One senior USBA official commented, “Not being under the control 
of the Ski Team was the best move that we ever made; we never would have achieved 
what we have if we had not started our own organization in the 80s.” Not having the 
immediate infusion of USSS funds might be difficult short term, but the historical 
perspective is that being independent has proven to be the superior long-term strategy. 
The observation was seconded by individuals both inside and outside of Biathlon.  What 
is the benefit of a hurried and complete takeover by another NGB at this moment?  
Especially without a thorough investigation of the terms as well as other viable 
alternatives? 

3. Internal business development model – There were multiple questions as to whether 
dedicated, internal business development staff could be added. The point was made 
multiple times that the driving factor behind the USSS interest in Biathlon is its revenue 
generation potential, as Biathlon viewership and sponsorship agreements in Europe are 
quantum levels higher than that of XC. If the USSS can sell Biathlon, USBA should be 
able to sell Biathlon, if the appropriate resources are put in place. 

4. Strategic partnership model – A strategic partnership with USSS should be explored 
in greater detail. This would allow the USBA to maintain independent control of 
Biathlon, with the USSS serving as the marketing and business development partner. A 
recent press release from the USSS spoke of a separate, distinct title sponsor for US 
Snowboard; a similar option should be explored for the USBA. This would allow each 
entity to operate in their area of expertise, to everyone’s mutual benefit. 

5. Community engagement model – Crowdsourcing revenue was also suggested as 
perhaps not a primary revenue strategy, but rather as a source of supplemental income for 
any potential short-term deficiencies created by rejection of the USSS proposal. 



6. Modified USSS proposal model – Despite all of the concerns described in this 
document, there is still interest in working with the USSS, but only with substantially 
more guarantees and an iron-clad termination clause. As one club official put it, “If the 
deal really is that good, USBA should be open to it with rigid and specific termination 
clauses. Money is a key part of racing and development, and I’m glad the USBA Board is 
thinking out of the box on ways to better Biathlon. The working groups have come up 
with great ways to improve Biathlon, NONE OF WHICH REQUIRE INTEGRATION 
WITH USSS. Maybe what needs to happen is a thoughtful assessment of what is really 
needed to improve the sport on all fronts (admin, performance, devo, $$, etc.) and then 
come up with a plan. In its current form, this deal is a complete disaster. This is an 
historically unpopular and unreliable NGB, so to enter into any sort of open-ended deal 
with them without specific revenue-sharing percentages and a rigid termination clause is 
risky at best, but a deal could work if all of these conditions are met.” 

7. Shared revenue provision – Any operating agreement with the USSS must include 
specific criteria for revenue sharing. There need to be terms and conditions in the contract 
in which the USBA shares in the financial growth and success of the USSS, as the USBA 
is bringing substantial and tangible value to the USSS. As noted above, USSS has had a 
$35MM increase in revenue, yet little to none of these funds made their way into the 
Nordic sports. Entering into a deal where the economic viability of US Biathlon is a key 
revenue driver, yet Biathlon does not have a guaranteed stake in this growth, is a severely 
flawed approach. A shared-growth model is in everyone’s best interest. 

8. Termination clause – Probably the most frequent comment on this entire situation was, 
“Why is the USSS so reluctant to commit to anything longer than 4 years? This should be 
a DEAL BREAKER.” 

9. Membership support – It is extremely important to note that the proposal, in its current 
form, is almost universally opposed. Literally everyone we spoke with, including 
athletes, club leaders, and general membership, believes it is a catastrophic mistake in its 
current form. These are people who have been involved in Biathlon for decades, and in 
some cases, their entire adult lives. Completely independent of this process and 
document, the Independent Biathlon Project further reinforces this sentiment: https://
independentBiathlon.org/  This broad-based and highly diverse, almost unanimous 
lack of support should be a clear indicator of just how bad the current USSS proposal 
truly is for US Biathlon. 

10. Representation – Another extremely common question we received in this process is, 
“Why would the USBA want to do this?” This plan has little to no support in either the 
Biathlon or XC communities at large, and it is vital that the Board understand this. If a 
thorough and safeguarded plan is presented, with full transparency, these efforts will be 
supported by the majority of the athletes, coaches, clubs, and membership at large. 

11. Walking the walk – One committee member said, “We have also heard from USSS 
leadership that they are sure this will all work out for us. That's great, but if they really 
feel that way, then there should be no issue with specific financial thresholds, a shared 
revenue plan, and definitive termination clauses.” 

https://independentbiathlon.org/
https://independentbiathlon.org/


Conclusion 

It goes without saying that this is undoubtedly the largest and most significant issue that has 
faced US Biathlon in quite some time, perhaps ever. So many athletes, coaches, staff, board 
members, community members, and fans have poured their heart and soul into this organization 
for decades that this is a decision that can not be taken lightly. This document was prepared in an 
effort to give a voice to as many of these individuals and perspectives as possible. These 
contributors all have only one goal: how to best position US Biathlon for both short-term and 
long-term success. 

If the Board elects to cede control of the USBA to USSS, there’s no going back, so it is the 
fervent hope of everyone who contributed to this document that all of the facts presented here 
will be carefully considered and taken in the spirit intended. The overwhelming consensus is that 
everyone is terrified of destroying the long-term future of the organization for possible short-term 
financial gain. Given the extremely troubled past and present of USSS, it is the unanimous view 
of every single author and contributor that working with the USSS should be an absolute last 
resort and, if chosen, done so with the most stringent requirements, criteria, and termination 
clauses possible. 

As one experienced thought-leader in the field put it, “You’re talking about making a deal with 
an organization way more oriented toward their revenue goals than to the support of their 
constituent sports, so only do so with great caution and as an absolute last resort. Do not, under 
any circumstances, expect them to do the right thing at any given time. The USSS will only do 
what they are contractually obligated to do, so it is imperative that you protect the organization 
with clear terms on every conceivable issue, or you’ll be sorry. Look at what they’ve done to 
everyone else—you’re being pretty unrealistic if you think that they won’t also do that to you if 
given any sort of opportunity.” 

Respectfully submitted by: 
Jon Schafer 
27 years supporting Biathlon, Cross Country, and Nordic Combined as a Volunteer, Athlete, High 
Performance Director, Coach, Consultant, and Donor 
Steamboat Springs, Colorado 

Marc Sheppard 
34 years supporting Biathlon and Cross Country as a Volunteer, Athlete, Coach, Venue 
Manager, Official, and Equipment Supplier 
West Yellowstone, Montana 
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