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TURNING THE TIDE
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1

Annus Horribilis – ICC World T20 
Qualifier, 15–30 November 2013

‘I THINK it’s quite remarkable that that’s the first 
time I’ve played against Zimbabwe in my cricketing 
career. Quite clearly there’s no substantial gap between 
[us, so] it’s disappointing, obviously, that we haven’t 
come here and delivered. I still think we are a very 
talented side and we’ve let ourselves down … but there 
is a lack of international cricket for us. Since the 2015 
World Cup I’ve played in one one-day international 
match in 12 months, so, you tell me how I’m going to 
improve my skills and develop as a cricketer? Playing 
under pressure, being exposed to a higher level of 
skill, to different conditions, it all adds up, every little 
percentage. Unfortunately that’s just the way it is, and 
we know that and we try and deal with that as best we 
can. However, in the end it probably does take its toll.’
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Scotland’s defeat to Zimbabwe at the 2016 World 
T20 – its 20th World Cup loss in succession – saw 
Preston Mommsen’s feelings laid bare. Having led 
his side through the qualifying process for the second 
time in two years, the 28-year-old national captain 
could barely contain his frustration at the lack of 
equity that had then been exposed. 

‘I’m not sure that people realise the pressure that 
is associated with playing as an Associate team,’ he 
went on, every gesture adding further emphasis to 
his message. ‘Every time that you take the field, no 
matter what [the format] – T20, 50-over, four-day 
cricket – you’re playing for something. You’re playing 
for a place. You’re playing for money. You’re playing 
for funding. You’re playing for opportunity. 

‘We don’t have just bilateral one-day series where 
we can go and experience different conditions, 
different elements, trial different teams. That’s not 
part of Associate cricket. Associate cricket is about 
winning at all costs, and unfortunately that’s just the 
nature of the beast. 

‘And it is a beast.’ 
Mommsen’s impassioned plea for understanding at 

his post-match press conference, later reprised by Peter 
Borren and William Porterfield as their Netherlands 
and Ireland sides fell foul of the tournament’s merciless 
first round scheduling, summarised the very particular 
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brand of Darwinism which has always governed the 
world of Associate cricket. While sports such as 
football and rugby union have prospered through the 
expansion of their global competitions, the struggle 
for money and exposure faced by all but a handful of 
the world’s cricket-playing nations is as draining as it 
is relentless. In few other sports is the path to success 
so steep.

It is a journey that has already claimed its casualties. 
Kenya, conquerors of the West Indies in 1996 and 
World Cup semi-finalists seven years later, fell by 
the wayside after a shortage of high-level fixtures 
combined with off-field turmoil; Canada, meanwhile, 
winners of the first-ever international match in 1844, 
suffered a slide down the rankings in the years that 
followed its famous win over Bangladesh in the World 
Cup of 2003. While the fates of England, Australia 
and their fellow Full Members remain free to wax 
and wane without real consequence either way, life 
outside that bubble is never very far from danger. 
For the Associates, neither history nor politics offers 
protection. Results, for better or for worse, are the 
only currency that matters. 

Scotland’s return to the World Cup stage had come 
after a decade in which its own fortunes had sailed 
dangerously close to the wind. The Intercontinental 
Cup win in November 2004 had been followed by 
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more success in the ICC Trophy eight months later, 
but with marked improvement in its rivals coinciding 
with a series of retirements amongst its senior player 
group, the country’s position as one of the pre-eminent 
Associate nations had gradually begun to weaken. 
Ireland, comfortably beaten in the Trophy final of 
2005, won its first Intercontinental Cup that same 
year, while the rapid rise of Afghanistan, a country 
that had only gained ICC membership in 2001, was 
underlined by its victory over the Scots in the final of 
the same competition in December 2010. 

The lowest ebb was reached in 2013 as Scotland 
was whitewashed by Afghanistan in March then 
dumped out of the qualifier for the 2014 World 
T20 in November. Six places in the showpiece event 
had been on offer in the United Arab Emirates: 
after Ireland, Afghanistan, Nepal, Hong Kong and 
the UAE took five of them, a play-off defeat to the 
Netherlands put the final seal on to what had been a 
miserable few months for Scottish cricket. An annus 
horribilis, recorded Wisden. Coach Pete Steindl paid 
for it with his job.

It was all a far cry from where the team thought 
it would be after the boost it had received the year 
before. A change in the ICC’s eligibility regulations in 
June 2012 had given cricketers with British passports 
and Scottish parentage equal status to those born or 
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resident in the country. County regulars Rob Taylor, 
Matt Machan, David Murphy, Richard Coughtrie, 
Iain Wardlaw and Neil Carter had been brought into 
the fold. Scotland’s player pool had never run so deep.

‘The change in the rules certainly opened a few 
doors for us,’ said Kyle Coetzer, who had succeeded 
Gordon Drummond to the national captaincy the 
previous May. ‘It did bring with it an element of 
uncertainty – there were a lot of people in the group 
who had committed to it for a long time – but we 
knew there hadn’t always been the depth around the 
squad that every team wants and needs. 

‘It was uncharted territory, really, as all of a sudden 
we’d got a handful more players with good level 
experience coming into our environment, so it was 
about paving a way for how that would work. It wasn’t 
perfect at the start and things have evolved since then, 
but it is something we still think very closely about 
today: how best to integrate someone from outside the 
group into understanding what the Scottish mentality 
is, our philosophy around the game and what it means 
to play for us.’

‘I’d always wanted to represent Scotland, but I 
couldn’t because of the system as it stood at that time,’ 
said Matt Machan, who had made his first-class debut 
for Sussex in 2010. ‘It was amazing, really, because 
had I been involved in any other sport I would already 
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have been playing. My mother was born in Scotland, 
so if it had been rugby or football, for example, I 
would have been qualified from the day I was born. 
Cricket was the only sport where that didn’t apply. 

‘But then out of the blue I got an email from the 
PCA (Professional Cricketers’ Association) saying that 
the criteria had changed, and I just thought, brilliant, 
I’ve been trying for all these years and now finally 
there might be a way. I had a meeting with [head 
of performance] Andy Tennant, who came down to 
Brighton and spoke to me about Cricket Scotland’s 
vision and mindset to really try and progress up the 
Associate ladder, [and that was that].’

After beginning his Scotland career in 
Potchefstroom, where the team provided opposition 
for the Highveld Lions and Kolkata Knight Riders 
ahead of the Champions League T208 in October 
2012, Machan won his first full cap on 3 March 2013 
in the opening game of the five-match mixed-format 
series against Afghanistan in the UAE. His 3-23 
and 38-ball 42 injected a note of positivity into what 
became a difficult tour, as the Afghans’ dominance 
of the initial T20s was extended into the World 

8  An annual T20 tournament played between the top domestic 
teams of eight Full Member nations. A joint venture between the 
boards of India, Australia and South Africa, it ran from 2009 to 
2014. 
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Cricket League9 and Intercontinental Cup fixtures 
that followed.

Things weren’t much easier back at home, 
where heavy ODI defeats to Pakistan and Australia 
bookended a 360-run loss to Australia A at The 
Grange in early June. A 5-0 whitewash of Kenya 
provided some relief – as well as Machan’s first 
international hundred – but further defeats away to 
Ireland at the start of September put the side back on 
its heels again. It had been about as challenging a set 
of opponents as could be imagined, but in only one 
of their 11 losses – the first ODI in Belfast – had the 
Scots come anywhere close to turning a defeat into 
a victory.

For Machan, though, the story was not of crisis, 
but potential. 

‘When I first joined the squad, I wasn’t too sure 
what to expect,’ he said. ‘It was a bit like a blank 
canvas. This was at a time when Scotland was playing 
in the CB4010 against English domestic teams and 

9  The ICC’s List A competition, which also served as a pathway to 
the qualifier for the 50-over World Cup. 

10  The England and Wales Cricket Board’s domestic 40-over 
competition, which received sponsorship from a number of 
companies including Clydesdale Bank. Scotland competed as the 
Scottish Saltires until restructuring in 2013 saw its number of 
participants reduced to include the English counties only. 
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getting beaten, often quite comprehensively11, so my 
initial thought had been that if I did well, I was likely 
to be playing most of the time.

‘But when I actually got there, I realised that the 
results weren’t reflecting the talent that was in the 
squad at all. It was more a case of understanding the 
different level and each other as a team, because at the 
time it was still incredibly young and [developing] at 
quite a rapid pace.’

But while that promise hadn’t yet been translated 
into success, Scotland’s biggest chance to do so was 
still to come. The 2013 edition of the World T20 
Qualifier would be the most open one to date, with 16 
nations competing for a place in the final stage of the 
competition being held in Bangladesh the following 
spring. There, two of the eight first-round teams 
would progress to the concluding Super 10: Scotland 
had an opportunity to mix with the elite of the game 
again, and no stone would be left unturned in Cricket 
Scotland’s bid to make it happen.

Vastly experienced, with three Ashes wins, a World 
T20 trophy and 18 years of county cricket behind 
him, Paul Collingwood had just taken Durham to 
its third County Championship title in six seasons. 
Then England’s record ODI cap-holder, his arrival in 

11  The Saltires won only one of the nine matches they played in the 
CB40 in 2012: in 2013, they lost all 11. 
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October as one of two new additions to the coaching 
team was a real statement of intent.

‘[Cricket Scotland chair] Keith Oliver had 
contacted me to see if I would be interested in taking 
up a position on the staff for the World Cup qualifiers 
that were coming up,’ he said. ‘They thought that 
they needed a bit of extra international experience 
amongst the group. I was playing county cricket at the 
time, so it was a good opportunity for me to get some 
experience on the coaching side of things as well. 

‘It was exciting, but I quickly understood the 
pressures that Associate teams are under. A lot relies 
on qualifying, and when I got into that environment I 
realised that it wasn’t just about playing and enjoying 
cricket, it was about contracts and livelihoods and all 
that kind of thing.’

But Collingwood, like Machan, was also struck 
by the quality of what he found. 

‘I knew that Scotland didn’t have an academy – a 
Loughborough – like the ECB, but I did know some 
of the players from before,’ he continued. ‘I’d played 
alongside Kyle Coetzer for a long time [at Durham] 
and I’d played against some of the others in the county 
one-day competition too. 

‘But what I didn’t expect was the level of skill that 
I saw. You were throwing balls at them and it was, 
wow, boys, we’ve got to get this out of you, we’ve got 
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to get you to relax on the big stage, because that’s all 
that was missing. It was no one’s fault, not the coaches 
or the organisation, it was just that when they were 
getting into pressure situations they were utilising 
only 50, 60 per cent of their talent rather than being 
relaxed enough to use all the skills they had. 

‘I was amazed by the skill level, but we needed to 
create an environment that allowed them to express it.’

Joining the former England all-rounder at MES12 
was a home-grown international legend. Craig Wright 
had played in both of Scotland’s previous appearances 
at the World T20 in addition to captaining the side 
at the 50-over World Cup in 2007. Since then, he 
had overseen the national age-group programme 
as Cricket Scotland’s performance development 
manager: an accomplished coach who knew the 
Scottish game inside out, he had worked with many 
of the players before.

‘I retired from playing in 2009 but had been 
with Cricket Scotland since 2001, when I started as 
a development officer,’ he said. ‘I worked in various 
roles before I became performance development 
manager in 2007. I was responsible for the pathway, 
the representative cricket from Under-15 through to 
Under-19 level. I coached three separate Under-19 

12  The Mary Erskine School in the Ravelston district of Edinburgh, 
home of Scotland’s National Cricket Centre. 
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cycles in all, which included a couple of Under-19 
World Cups.

‘It was at a point in which the senior side was in a 
bit of a transition. A lot of the players of my era had 
retired at around the same time, so my main focus was 
on the Under-19 squad and the best young players who 
were coming towards the end of the youth pathway, 
trying to get them ready to go into the national squad. 
But in 2012 and 2013 the team hit that really rough 
period, and I think it was almost a last-gasp ploy by 
Pete Steindl to bring me and Paul in.’

That the head coach had done everything he 
could to maximise his side’s chances made the story 
of its qualifying campaign all the more disappointing. 
The build-up to the tournament had gone well: a 
training camp in Sri Lanka had allowed the players 
to acclimatise before games against the USA and 
Namibia gave a sight of local conditions after their 
arrival in the UAE. But with 72 matches about to be 
crammed into just 16 days of competition, mastering 
the format as well as the opposition was always 
going to be key. For Scotland’s newest recruits, 
pitched into the rough and tumble of an Associate 
tournament for the first time, it would be an eye-
opening experience.

‘Matchplay is difficult because you’re playing day 
in, day out,’ said Machan. ‘Some games finished at 
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8pm under lights and then we had to be ready to leave 
at half-five, six in the morning to get down to Abu 
Dhabi for a 10am start the next day. It was a totally 
different concept to anything I, and a lot of the other 
guys, had experienced before. 

‘And then there was the standard of the opposition,’ 
he added. ‘Associate cricket is a lot better than many 
people give it credit for. It is still not given the 
recognition it deserves.’

The proof of that quality – and the speed at which 
it was developing – came quickly. Scotland had met 
Bermuda in a T20 once before, winning by eight 
wickets in a one-sided contest at Stormont in 2008: 
this time, however, the tables were turned in an 18-
run defeat in Sharjah. A combination of right-arm 
medium pace and slow left-arm spin did the damage 
as the Scots collapsed from 109/3 to 131 all out, and 
with Group B favourites Afghanistan next up the 
following day, the pressure was already on. 

‘Sharjah has never been a ground we’ve done 
hugely well at,’ ref lected Kyle Coetzer. ‘Although 
the wicket has been slightly different on more recent 
tours, it is something that has often caught us out, 
even when we’ve had good communication about what 
to expect beforehand. It is such a different type of 
surface, so even if we’re going in playing really well, 
it can be really hard to get going.
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‘When you’re batting it slides lower along the 
surface, at a different trajectory, and it gets tougher 
and tougher to score as you go along. The edge of the 
outfield can be quite coarse, so it soaks the pace out 
of the ball: hitting the ball into the ground almost 
stunts it. So changing the angle of how you’re hitting 
the ball off the face of the bat, where you look for your 
boundaries, all that stuff: as much practise as you do, 
it’s very hard to replicate. 

‘The loss to Bermuda hit us, and then we were up 
against a strong Afghanistan side that had already 
played a lot of its cricket there. It was always going to 
be an uphill battle.’

Especially against an opponent with a point to 
prove. Mohammad Nabi’s men had endured their 
own torrid start after being bowled out for just 90 by 
the Netherlands, and their determination to make 
amends, as well as their presence felt, was evident 
from the moment the Scotland party entered the 
stadium. 

‘As we were walking in, they were already out in 
the middle,’ said Ben Fox, then Cricket Scotland’s 
communications manager, ‘lobbing up these little off-
spinners to Nabi and [Mohammad] Shahzad, who 
were charging down the wicket and crashing them 
on to the roof of our dressing room. We’d just arrived 
and there were these showers of cricket balls raining 
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down on us! So we thought, well, we’re here now, 
surely they’ll stop? No, no, no! 

‘Paul Collingwood must have been thinking, “This 
is Associate cricket? This is crazy!” A man who’d won 
the Ashes. In the end it was Pete [Steindl] who went out 
and said, “look, this is absolutely ridiculous, you can’t do 
this”, and they just sort of looked at him and shrugged. 

‘And then they absolutely cleaned us up. Matt 
Machan and Calum MacLeod got fifties, but that 
was pretty much it as far as we were concerned.’ 
Afghanistan’s five-pronged spin attack turned the 
screw, and Scotland’s chase fell 17 runs short.

‘The evening wasn’t over yet, though, because I 
remember a few of the players getting hauled into 
the match referee’s room afterwards,’ added Fox. 
‘The Afghans had been pretty vocal and we’d given 
them a little bit back: it was the first time we’d really 
challenged them verbally, I think. 

‘But it was almost expected that we would 
lose to them. Against Bermuda, we just didn’t bat 
well enough.’

Desperate for points after Sharjah, a win over 
Nepal got the Scots off the mark in Dubai, but a 92-
run mauling at the hands of Kenya then put them 
straight back in the mire again. Vital results against 
Papua New Guinea and the Netherlands pulled them 
back from the brink of calamity, but all hope of a spot 
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in the top-four play-offs now rested on a combination 
of victory and net run-rate in the final group match 
against Denmark. The first part of the equation was 
completed comfortably enough: a controversial finish, 
however, left Scotland facing sudden death in the 
fifth-place eliminator instead.

After posting 205/3 in their 20 overs, the Scots 
were told that they needed to keep Denmark to below 
121 to guarantee their place in the more favourable 
draw. It had, however, been a miscalculation: the 
crucial figure was, in fact, nine runs more. Kyle 
Coetzer, unaware that 16 rather than seven was 
required from the final over, brought his fielders in 
to save singles and off-spinner Machan on to bowl: 
Hamid Shah hit two sixes, Denmark reached 130 off 
the penultimate ball of the match, and Scotland lost 
out to Nepal by 0.000026 of a run.

‘It was ludicrous,’ said Paul Collingwood. ‘In 
terms of what the ICC had told us, we should have 
qualified. I remember Neil Carter: he was one of 
those players who knew everything that was going 
on – the statistics, the run-rates, all of that – and to 
his credit he knew exactly the position in the game 
we should be getting to. 

‘And he was right. The ICC had got its calculations 
wrong, and we missed it by less than point-one 
of a run.’
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But for all the frustration, Scotland’s fate remained 
in its hands at least, and after a routine victory over 
Italy in the play-off quarter-final, the team received 
an extra lift as the winner-takes-all decider against 
the Dutch got underway at the Sheikh Zayed Stadium 
the next day.

‘We had seen that the pitch in Abu Dhabi had got 
harder to bat on as each of the group games had gone 
on,’ said Coetzer. ‘Every team that had batted first 
there had won, and when I won the toss I remember 
[Peter] Borren just sighing and putting his head 
down, because he knew how hard it was going to be 
to chase. Then Leasky [Michael Leask] went out and 
smacked it everywhere, and we thought the game was 
almost won. 

‘But Wesley Barresi played one of the knocks of his 
life. He’s a good cricketer, and we just couldn’t stop 
the run flow.’ Half-centuries from Machan and Leask 
put the Scots in a strong position, but wicketkeeper-
batter Barresi was on another level as his unbeaten 75 
powered the Netherlands home with more than three 
overs to spare. Scotland’s misery was complete.

‘Out of all the formats, T20 can be the hardest to 
judge when you come off the field,’ said Collingwood. 
‘You feel as though you’re making strides, you feel 
as though you’re progressing, and one player from 
the opposition can take the game away from you.’ 
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But for Scotland, bundled out of a competition from 
which it had been expected to progress without much 
difficulty, the underlying issue was clear. The talent 
within the team was undeniable, as was the injustice 
it had suffered against Denmark, but a win return of 
only 32 per cent since the start of the year was taking 
a heavy toll.

‘You can pick over the bones of one or two 
things, the selection or the tactics,’ said Craig 
Wright, ‘but what it came down to in the end was 
confidence. If you compare the talent in our squad 
to some of those who finished ahead of us, there 
was absolutely no excuse for us to put in the sort of 
performance that we did. There were six qualifying 
spots on offer, and we had missed out. That was 
really disappointing.’

For Kyle Coetzer, too, his first major assignment 
as national captain had left him with plenty of food 
for thought. 

‘[The captaincy] was something I was excited about 
and certainly felt I could do,’ he said, ‘but in hindsight 
I was way off the pace at that time. I’d captained at 
Durham in some academy and second team games, 
but that was very different: I didn’t really have a say in 
anything I was doing, it was just, “You’re the captain 
today, go out and do it.” But with Scotland there are 
fewer staff around, you’re a lot more involved and the 
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games come thick and fast. I was almost unaware of 
how much that would entail when I took it on. 

‘But that’s experience. I look back on it now as a 
massive learning curve.’

A wider inquest would have to wait, however. 
Scottish cricket had been left at a crossroads, and its 
next move would determine far more than World Cup 
qualification alone.


