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The annual Raja Muda Se-
langor International Regatta 
2009, now in its 20th year, 
took place from Nov 13-22. 
My husband, Aubry, was 

part of the crew on Eveline (a 43-ft 
boat built of wood in Shanghai in 
1911) and I joined them for the fi nal 
race. I discovered sailing is not as 
easy as it seems. In fact, it requires 
teamwork, leadership and manage-
ment skills — all essential success 
factors in the corporate world.

I witnessed some of these ex-
traordinary skills displayed by the 
teams during the Regatta. Everyone 
knew exactly what they had to do 
and worked seamlessly. I spoke with 
Malcolm Elliot, skipper of Coup de 
Soleil, a 46ft 1978 Peterson Cutter 
that has already sailed around the 
world once. Elliot also takes his 
yacht out for teambuilding exercises, 
and he stressed the importance of 
teamwork in sailing. “There is no 
point in having someone who is 
great at one job, but who just gets 
on with it regardless of what other 
people are doing… both their, and 
other people’s efforts, would be 
wasted,” says Elliot.

Datuk Richard Curtis, skipper 
and owner of Eveline, says: “Sailing 
requires each and every person on the 
yacht to know their role, the limits 
of their competencies, the risk of 
their improper actions and the need 
to be paying attention.” No role is 
too small not to have the potential 
for causing trouble, he adds.

It made me think that sailing 
must be a great training tool, and 
Malcolm and Richard agree. Both say 

taking people out of the workplace 
environment and putting them into 
an unfamiliar and challenging envi-
ronment like sailing forces them to 
work together to solve problems. 

“This way they fi nd themselves 
solving problems and communicating 
quickly without any hidden agendas. 
There simply isn’t time to debate 
other issues other than what needs 
to be done at that moment in order 
to keep the boat and crew sailing 
safely and as fast as possible,” says 
Malcolm.

Richard says: “There 
is nothing more satisfy-
ing than, for instance, 
a sail direction change 
under strong wind that 
has been executed per-
fectly by the crew working 
together, knowing what 
to do, when, and getting 
it right.”

Malcolm says sailing 
also teaches leadership 
skills. What you learn 
from sailing as a skipper 
is “how to best under-
stand people’s strengths 
and utilise them effectively, while 
also helping that person overcome 
certain weaknesses. It is important 
to try to help people understand how 
the boat sails so that they can see 
how the job they are doing affects 
the overall effi ciency of the boat… 
that way you can get the best from 
everyone”, he says.

Says Richard: “As a skipper, I 
have leant that I am always learning, 
that I can never be too prepared for 
eventualities and that I need to en-

sure my crew is a team since overall 
safety of the crew and the yacht is 
my personal responsibility. I also 
realise my crew is only as good as 
the leadership and attention they are 
given by the skipper. I discover more 
and more that sound preparation is 
vital. I recall a US$2 million-profes-
sionally skippered yacht stranded 
without power or navigation in the 
Straits of Melaka after a lightning 
strike in a storm.” Fortunately, Rich-
ard’s yacht carried a generous stock 

of batteries and this was passed to 
the stranded yacht.

Richard says that sailing teaches 
not just teamwork and leadership 
skills but also tactical thinking. 
“When racing, a key skill you have 
to develop is that of thinking tacti-
cally. First is to develop a strategic 
plan before taking into account the 
winds, tides, crew and yacht capa-
bilities/competencies and of course 
your competitors, establish some 
goals in terms of results targeted 

and then set up the platform for it 
to be implemented. Having done 
so and checked it, discussed and 
refi ned it with your crew, you then 
need to be ready to change it im-
mediately should conditions change 
(for example, wind direction). Frankly 
business can sometimes seem like a 
walk in the park after a day’s hard 
yacht-racing,” he says, adding that 
to tack (or turn) Eveline in a strong 
wind when racing requires six people 
working in sync.

Richard laments that sadly, sailing 
is rarely used in Malaysia as a training 
tool or for teambuilding. “I think the 
lack of air-conditioning, a latent fear of 
the uncertainties and of water generally 
(too many Malaysians either cannot 
swim or are frightened of the sea!) 
have put people off. Sailing needs a 
tradition led by corporate leaders to 
develop this… Hopefully given time 
this will change!”

I couldn’t agree more. Since Ma-
laysia is targeting the MICE market, I 
think we should sell the country as a 
key corporate training ground using 
sailing. There is fabulous sailing to be 
had in our waters and with all that it 
can teach about teamwork, leader-
ship and management development, 
sailing seems like an ideal training 
tool. After all, isn’t the skipper the 
CEO of his boat? 

Tengku Zatashah, daughter of the 
Sultan of Selangor, is a former journal-
ist who has worked in Paris, London, 
Barcelona and Kuala Lumpur. She is in 
the process of launching a venture in 
Malaysia together with her husband, 
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Willie Walsh has said for years he wants 
to retire at 55 and now, a month after 
turning 48, he says that is still the 

plan.
It seems an absurd notion for British Air-

ways’ (BA) driven CEO, especially given the 
company’s groundbreaking merger with Spain’s 
Iberia airlines that he announced just over a 
week ago.

But sitting in his offi ce in BA’s Waterside 
headquarters near Heathrow in London, just 
feet from the boardroom where the tie-up 
was approved, Walsh insisted 55 was still the 
deadline.

“Yes,” he says. “At some point, I think I’ll 
have done enough. And maybe 55 is a good 
time.”

Maybe. This is a man who says he has not 
had a holiday since the beginning of 2005. The 
weekend before last was the fi rst he had taken 
off in “a couple of months”.

What he clearly does like is work, which 
is just as well. It has been four years since 
Walsh formally replaced Sir Rod Eddington 
(who happened to be 55) at BA and the list of 
what the Irish former pilot has been through 

since he started has been exhausting.
The list includes: record profi ts in 2008 of 

£922 million (RM5.1 billion) pre-tax; record 
losses in 2009 (£401 million);  bomb plots; 
price fi xing fi nes; the awful Terminal 5 open-
ing; the row over the ban on staff wearing a 

crucifi x; the row over plugging the hole in 
the airline’s pension schemes; job cuts; pay 
cuts; working for no pay at all; and always, it 
seems, the threat of a strike hovering in the 
background.

The Iberia deal has the potential to be one 
of the biggest achievements yet for Walsh, 
creating Europe’s third-biggest airline group 
behind Lufthansa and Air France-KLM, with 
419 aircraft fl ying to 205 cities and eventually, 
it is claimed, annual savings of !400 million.

Walsh will be CEO of the Spanish parent’s 
holding company, TopCo, in which BA inves-
tors will initially have 55% to Iberia’s 45%. 
The deal, which is not due to be completed 
until late next year, will see the two airlines 
run from their respective existing home bases 
by a British and Spanish “OpCo”, or operating 
company, each with its own CEO — Keith Wil-
liams, BA’s chief fi nancial offi cer in London, 
and Rafael Sanchez-Lozano, Iberia’s existing 
CEO, in Madrid.

The structure is modelled closely on the Air 
France-KLM merger, and both Walsh and Wil-
liams say it creates a template for possible future 
tie-ups with other airlines around the world.

Williams has mentioned American Airlines, 
although current foreign ownership rules make 
that more of a long-term aim.

Walsh says the structure would also allow 
BA to look again at Qantas. BA ditched talks 
with the Australian fl ag carrier last year after 
the two sides failed to agree on the terms. One 
of Walsh’s biggest headaches may be the BA 
pension scheme defi cit recovery plan, due 
to be fi nalised by the end of June. If Iberia 
does not like it, it has the right to sink the 
merger.

Still, Walsh is confi dent an agreement will 
be reached. But he has also been very confi -
dent on getting a positive result on the other 
big matter in his in-tray: a decision from the 
Department of Transportation in Washington 
DC, which is weighing antitrust approval for 
BA, Iberia and American Airlines to deepen 
their existing alliance. A decision was due by 
Oct 31, but has so far failed to materialise.

If Walsh pulls that deal off as well, 
whether it is this year or next, he could re-
tire well before 55 knowing he has achieved 
as much as any workaholic could wish for. 
— FT
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Workaholic airline chief still set on retiring at

Walsh has not had a holiday since 2005
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The Coup de Soleil at the Raja Muda Regatta. Skipper Elliot also takes his yacht out for team-
building exercises.
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Sailing 101: 
Teamwork and leadership skills 

The writer’s husband Aubry (standing, right) and fellow crew members on board 
the Eveline. Skipper Curtis says sailing teaches not just teamwork and leadership 
skills but also tactical thinking.
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