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This edition of the Round Table examines the Javelin. The multi-national panel consists of
Fatima Whitbread (GBR), who won gold in the javelin at the 1987 World Championships in ath-
letics and is now a coach; Anders Borgstrom (SWE), who has been Swedish National Event
Coach for the Javelin since 1971; Bill Heikkila (CAN), who has been Canadian National Coach
for the javelin since 1980 and competed in the 1968 Olympic Games; Lutz Kiihl (GER), who was
a coach in the former GDR and has been responsible for the throwing events for the German
Athletics Federation since 1991; Alan Launder (AUS), who is Australian Track and Field
Coaches Association’s National Pole Vault Coach and a Senior Lecturer in Physical Education
at the University of Adelaide; Kevin McGill (USA) who is Editor of ‘Track Technique’ and Head
Track and Field Coach at the University of Columbia, USA and regular contributors José
Manuel Ballesteros (ESP) and Sergio Guarda Etcheverry (CHI).

1 Do you think it would
be a good thing to

modify the women’s
javelin so that its flight
characteristics were more
in line with those of the
men’s javelin?

WHITBREAD: Under no circumstances should the technical
design of the women’s javelin be changed. The current economic
climate, plus the lack of competitors in the event, would make it a
totally uneconomical proposition.

Currently, neither clubs, schools nor individual athletes have
the finance to purchase new javelins let alone completely replace
implements.

Today’s javelin is more than adequate and the time spent can-
vassing for change without thinking of the financial consequences
would be better spent on providing coaching for young athletes.

BORGSTROM: Yes! The change that came into force in 1991 was
rather small. I participated in a meeting with some representatives
from the IAAF Technical Committee and Women’s Committee
and other coaches in Arvidsjaur, Sweden back in 1988 where modi-
fication of the rules was discussed. At that time it was not consid-
ered politically wise to go all the way and the result was a compro-
mise: the position of the centre of gravity (CG) remained the same
but the minimum diameter of the rear part of the javelin was
increased so that its percentage of the whole is the same as the
men’s.

This was a step in the right direction but did not go far enough.
Even at international level, some throws can land flat, and heptath-
letes and not so accomplished throwers have even greater prob-
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lems. The change to the men’s javelin means that we can now con-
centrate on the performance of the athletes and not have endless
discussions about flat landings. In short, we now have a situation
where the referees no longer play first string. I hope that this will
also be the case in the women'’s event some day!

The advice that athletes should choose a javelin whose distance
potential equates to their ability has already proved to be non-
sense!

HEIKKILA: The men’s javelin was changed primarily because of
the distances being achieved (in particular Uwe Hohn’s world
record of 104.80 metres) but also because of the difficulties in judg-
ing whether the javelin had landed point first in a ‘fair’ throw. At
the highest level, women throw some 20 metres less than the men
and so the distance consideration is not a factor.

However, despite recent modifications in the specifications of
the women’s javelin, it would appear that there are still occasions
where difficult and sometimes controversial calls have to be made
by officials when the javelin lands. I believe this problem is particu-
larly acute in the Heptathlon because of the shorter distances
achieved and participants’ comparative lack of skill.

Because of this, I believe that there is room for improvement in
the design of the implement with the aim of encouraging point first
landings. This would, of course have to be weighed up against the
expense of having (again) to re-equip clubs etc with new models as
well as the prospect of further reduced performances at world class
level.

KUHL: No, because in the javelin technical ability and skill will
always determine performance while shifting the javelin’s centre of
gravity to the front reduces the aesthetic appeal of the event.

LAUNDER: Definitely not. The modifications to the women’s
javelin have been very effective. They have not changed the flight
characteristics markedly but javelins now rotate quickly enough in
their final flight stages to ensure more accurate judging of legal and
illegal landings. I would make the following points:

a) my observations of the 1992 Olympic Games in Barcelona lead
me to believe that the Nemeth 600gm javelin does not rotate as
quickly in the final stages of flight and tends to land flat - this was
not always marked as a foul by the judges which is a cause for con-
cern.

b) there is sufficient difference between the old and new rules
javelins and new records should be set both at national and interna-
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tional level. However, it will be a very long time before we see
another 80m throw with the womens javelin.

c) if any change is needed it is to the men’s javelin. I believe the
present specifications have introduced a major element of chance
in that it is much more difficult to ensure an effective javelin flight
path. Javelins which appear to have been released at the correct
attitude and angle often drop almost vertically from what seems
potentially to be a much longer flight path.

McGILL: The women’s javelin has been a disaster in some US col-
lege meetings I have witnessed. If someone throws 40 metres while
using a 60 metre javelin, the result is likely be a flat throw. This
scenario duplicates the problem with the old men’s javelin, where it
really was impossible to say for certain that a javelin landing was
flat or not. Cameras can clearly show that errors have been made.
This is not to criticise officials, as I believe that a javelin travelling
at that speed makes exact judgement impossible. The men’s javelin
has eliminated this problem, and the women should follow suit.

BALLESTEROS: The men’s javelin is 40% heavier than the
women’s. As a comparison, the men’s discus weighs 50% more the
women’s implement. For this reason results in the men’s and
women’s discus events are fairly similar whereas in the javelin
event the women are at a disadvantage in comparison to their men
counterparts. For this reason I don’t think it is necessary to change
the characteristics of the women’s javelin.

GUARDA: The technical modifications made to the men’s javelin
in 1986 attempted to solve two problems facing the event at that
time by, on the one hand, reducing the distances being achieved by
the world’s elite throwers (Uwe Hohn set a world record of
104.80m) and, on the other hand, helping officials whose task of
judging whether a ‘floated’ javelin had landed nose first or flat was
an extremely difficult one, especially in pressure situations. The
new men’s javelin solved both problems by moving forward the
location of the centre of gravity of the javelin. This had the effect of
altering the angle of projection and the parabola of the javelin’s
flight thus increasing the angle of landing (javelins now land point
first).

Currently, in the women’s javelin, there is not the same prob-
lem with regard to distances thrown, although there are problems
with the judging of the event, which in many cases is left to the
interpretation of the officials. From this point of view, it would be
advisable to introduce technical modifications to the women’s
javelin such as, for example, moving the location of the centre of
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