
The ECNL: 

  

What is the “ECNL”?  

The ECNL (Elite Clubs National League) is a national youth soccer league that was formed in 
2009 in order to provide the highest level of competition and the best developmental environment 
for youth female soccer players in the United States.  During its inaugural year, the league 
managed competition for the Under-15, 16, and 17 year old age groups. Since inception, the 
ECNL has served as a highly successful identification program for US Soccer Youth National 
Teams.  

In late 2016, the ECNL announced the formation of the Boys ECNL, a new, national league that 
has been formed to offer the same structured and highly sophisticated platform of player 
development and identification for top boys clubs in the United States.   

Headed into 2017-2018, the Riverhounds will have been accepted as Member Clubs of both the 
ECNL and the Boys ECNL.   

The girls program will compete in the Ohio Valley Conference of the Mid-Atlantic, joined by the 
following clubs:  

• Western NY Flash (Buffalo, NY) 
• Internationals SC (Cleveland, OH) 
• Ohio Premier SC (Columbus, OH) 
• Ohio Elite Soccer Academy (Cincinnati, OH) 
• FC Pride (Indianapolis, IN) 
• Tennessee SC (Nashville, TN) 
• FC Alliance (Knoxville, TN) 

The boys program will compete in the MidWest Conference, joined by the following clubs:  

• Vardar SC (Rochester Hills, MI) 
• St. Louis Scott Gallagher (Collinsvile, IL) 
• St. Louis Scott Gallagher (Fenton, MO) 
• Michigan Wolves (Livonia, MI) 
• FC Wisconsin (Germantown, WI) 



• FC Pride (Indianapolis, IN) 
• Ohio Elite Soccer Academy (Cincinnati, OH) 
• Ohio Premier SC (Dublin, OH) 

In assessing the field of clubs that have joined the Boys ECNL across the United States, it is clear that 
the league will offer tremendous competition and recruitment value.  The Riverhounds are honored to be 
an original Member Club of the Boys ECNL.  

What is the ECNL’s philosophical purpose?  

The ECNL was organized by top American youth soccer clubs based on the belief that elite 
female player development in the United States needed a structure that would reduce the total 
number of games on the annual schedule while, concurrently, increasing the number of 
meaningful, quality games. The ECNL sets forth a vision that provides a clear path to that goal: a 
national competition schedule with a national identification program built into that competition, 
and an organization in which best practices in player development can be shared throughout the 
country. 

Which clubs participate in the ECNL?  

The ECNL originally selected 40 of the most elite female youth soccer clubs from across the 
country to participate in the 2009-2010 season. Entering 2017-2018, the league will host ___ 
member clubs. For a complete list of member clubs, please go to 
www.eliteclubsnationalleague.com 

The Boys ECNL is presently filling out its full national footprint.  For more information on the Boys 
ECNL, and an updated listing of Member Clubs, visit http://www.boysecnl.com/ 

 

Why did the Riverhounds pursue acceptance into the ECNL?  

The effort to gain acceptance into the ECNL meant one main thing for the Riverhounds:  
resilience.  There were clear challenges when our Club set out on this mission years ago.  Some 
of these challenges were based upon geographic location while others were centered on the 
history (or lack thereof) of player advancement in Western Pennsylvania.  Despite great efforts by 
many clubs over the years, the challenges of this area continued to limit regular opportunities for 
local players seeking advancement to the highest levels of the game.  As a professional club 
focused upon individual player development and advancement, we felt an obligation to the 
players.  Our priority – to provide the highest level developmental platform possible – never 
wavered, and the ECNL represented a major piece of this puzzle.  All efforts and energies from 
the club would be directed toward this priority in order to put our best foot forward.  All of our 
professional players want to move on to play at the highest levels possible, MLS and beyond.  To 
develop this mentality amongst youth players, it is just as important to provide access to those 
levels.  For the Riverhounds, we understood the test of resilience and accepted the challenge.  
We are extremely proud, but now set our sights upon preparation for this new challenge:  
competing in the ECNL! 

 

Is Riverhounds ECNL the right program for me? 



The ECNL was created to provide an elite competitive platform amongst clubs that meet 
extremely high standards of development and who are known for producing players that go on to 
compete successfully at the collegiate level and beyond (professional, US Youth National Teams, 
US National Teams). The league operates to improve the developmental environment for elite 
female soccer players, regularly seeking out best practices for coaches and players, alike. In 
order to accomplish this, the ECNL has several specific objectives: (i) increase the frequency with 
which the top players in the country have the opportunity to compete against each other; (ii) 
decrease the number of uncompetitive games for the top players in the country so that these 
players can train more frequently; (iii) increase the collegiate recruiting exposure for top players; 
and (iv) provide an alternative identification program for these players to be identified for US 
Soccer Youth National Teams.  

Every member club of the ECNL is dedicated to accomplishing these objectives. By coming 
together into the ECNL, ECNL member clubs can help to make the changes necessary to 
accomplish these objectives far more quickly, efficiently, and effectively.  

Pittsburgh Riverhounds have worked diligently to create a platform of player development that 
meets and/or surpasses those standards set forth by the ECNL.  Through our acceptance into the 
ECNL, our Club accepts a major challenge:  to prepare local players for the highest level league 
platform offered in the market.  Players accepted into Riverhounds ECNL will be expected to 
participate in 3+ training sessions per week and compete in ECNL matches/events, at minimum.  
The structure of the platform will be set in order to push players to their fullest potential, 
physically, mentally, and emotionally.   

There are so many leagues and acronyms out there, why ECNL? 

How is ECNL structured in order to put players first, in the most professional manner possible? 

Fewer but BETTER Games: The ECNL set out to identify the very best clubs in the United States 
back in 2009, through criteria points accounting for a host of critical success factors in player 
development:  quality of coaching, facilities, foundation for player advancement, and 
resources/investments.  From this effort, an initial batch of clubs was identified as original ECNL 
Members.  The ECNL provides the opportunity for these youth soccer clubs to compete against 
each other – with the best playing against the best, consistently. Simply put, ECNL games 
demand the most of players and coaches, with extremely competitive, athletic, skillful, and 
intelligent players filling all rosters. The consistency of this competition and the demands it 
imposes creates more skillful, intelligent, and focused players. The league does a wonderful job 
in managing player loading, ensuring players only participate in one match per day.  With such 
high demands on concentration and physical preparedness, this maximizes the impact of all 
games which means more meaningful recruitment and identification experiences for scouts.   

Substitution Rules: The ECNL limits the number of substitutions in each ECNL game by 
prohibiting reentry of players in each half. Once a player is subbed out of an ECNL game, the 
player may not re-enter the game in that half of play. In this way, players must learn to become 
more disciplined while also increasing their fitness and concentration levels.  The players become 
better prepared for national / international competition, and therefore, suitable candidates for 
United States Youth National Team identification opportunities.  This is uncommon in most youth 
soccer matches in this country, where coaches and players grow accustomed to the luxury of 
regular substitutions.  The ECNL substitution rules demand high levels of concentration and 
sophistication from all involved, resulting in more capable players and coaches.   

Rosters: Presently, an ECNL club may have a maximum of 30 players rostered on any of its 
ECNL age group teams (U14, 15, 16, 17, 18/19, 18/19 Composite).  A maximum of 18 rostered 
players will be considered eligible for each game in ECNL competition. The ECNL allows players 



to be rostered on multiple teams within their ECNL club while permitting players to move from one 
team roster to another from day-to-day, allowing players to play in different age groups in the 
same event. (A player may only play in 1 ECNL game per day.) This allows talented players to 
“play-up” against older players when a club determines it is in the best interests of the player to 
do so in order to maximize challenge and learning. It is anticipated that the ECNL will be 
extended to include the Under-13 age group for 2017-2018.   

Composite Team:  While the ECNL combines the Under-18 and Under-19 age groups into a 
single, Under-18/19 division, the league also provides for a “Composite” team at this age group.  
The Composite Under-18/19 team would compete in divisional league play, as voted on by their 
division, as well as ECNL Composite Events.  For the 2017-2018 ECNL year, the Under-18/19 
age group will primarily include players born in 1999 and 2000.  The Composite Team will provide 
for the same ages.  Practically speaking, 2000 birth year players who are not yet ready to 
compete on the Under-18/19 ECNL roster will still have an extremely competitive ECNL platform 
by way of the Under-18/19 ECNL Composite roster.  As such, they will still enjoy all of the same 
recruitment and identification opportunities.   

Scaling back on event-based schedule: The ECNL will provide for a full annual calendar of top-
level competition, through divisional regular season matches, national showcase events, and a 
qualification-based postseason.  Outside of ECNL competition, the Riverhounds will seek out only 
the most impactful competitive opportunities that will provide true value for participants, especially 
in the sense of player identification/recruitment.  We will no longer be restricted to an exclusively 
event-centric schedule.  The ECNL annual calendar (August 1 – July 31) will enable the 
Riverhounds to “smooth out” its competitive loading, thereby helping its teams to prepare more 
fully for all competitions, physically and mentally.  It is anticipated this will LESSEN the travel for 
RDA families, in comparison to previous years, as our teams will now enjoy home games as 
opposed to travelling away for two-to-three day tournaments every month.   

What can we do / not do while in the ECNL? 

Will Riverhounds ECNL teams be able to participate in non-ECNL events through US Club Soccer 
and/or US Youth Soccer? 

Yes. Any team participating in the ECNL may still participate in outside events.  The Riverhounds 
are not current members of US Youth Soccer (PA West Soccer Association).  However, we will 
be able to participate in events outside of the ECNL, through US Club Soccer and/or United 
Soccer Leagues (USL), as long as these events do not directly or indirectly interfere with our 
Club’s ECNL obligations.  The ECNL will be our priority and we will set all additional, outside 
events after establishing our ECNL competitive calendar, annually.  The ECNL league setup will 
offer between 14 and 16 regular season league matches plus two national regular season events, 
all leading up to post-season (qualification based) events.  Those qualifying for post-season play 
in the Boys ECNL, will enter into the newly-formed ENPL, which will ultimately bring together 
qualified teams from both the Boys ECNL and US Club Soccer’s National Premier Leagues 
(NPL).   

Can a player that participates in the ECNL also participate in high school soccer? 

Yes. The ECNL schedules are created to ensure that all players that participate in the ECNL also 
have the opportunity to play high school soccer. The ECNL is not prohibiting players from its 
member clubs from participating in high school soccer. The Riverhounds will continue to offer a 
full training schedule through the fall season for players who opt out of high school soccer, or 
elect to continue training with the RDA through that season.  There are ongoing efforts to arrange 
competitive matches for high-school aged players involved with fall RDA training.   



Can a Riverhounds ECNL player also participate in ODP? 

Yes.  Neither the ECNL nor Riverhounds prohibit players from participating in ODP.  Riverhounds 
ECNL players will be expected to fulfill their full obligation to the program and will not be permitted 
to miss ECNL commitments.  While this program platform will demand a significant commitment 
of time, players are ultimately free to explore other opportunities, such as ODP, that they feel will 
serve their identification-based needs.   A full-time Riverhounds ECNL player will not, however, 
be permitted to register as an actively rostered (full-time) player with another US Youth Soccer 
club. 

  

What identification opportunities exist in ECNL?  

What is the ECNL Player Identification Program? 

The ECNL has created a unique identification program in conjunction with US Club Soccer’s id2 
identification program to provide another alternative for players to be identified for US Soccer 
National Teams. The ECNL player identification program identifies the best players in the ECNL 
through a combination of independent scouting and coaching recommendations. Players 
identified in this program will be invited into a special ECNL / id2 National Camp, where they will 
be evaluated and trained by US Soccer National Team coaching staff.  

What is the cost of the ECNL player identification program? 

The ECNL player identification program comes at no cost to ECNL players. ECNL players will be 
scouted and identified in their regular team environment, without the added time and expense of 
multiple tryouts or mini-camps. Additionally, the cost of participation in the ECNL / id2 National 
Camp for those players selected will be covered by the ECNL, US Club Soccer, and Nike; the 
only cost for selected players will be travel to and from the camp itself. Therefore, there are no 
tryouts associated with the ECNL identification program, as players are scouted through ongoing 
participation in the ECNL.   

College Recruiting and the ECNL: 

How does the ECNL impact college recruitment for participating players? 

Since proving its extreme worth in 2009, college coaches started to plan their annual recruitment 
calendars around ECNL matches and events.  Local college coaches spend significant time 
watching league conference matches, as top-level ECNL clubs enter their area to compete 
against the local ECNL club.  This will allow local college coaches in Western Pennsylvania, 
Ohio, and West Virginia to increase scouting in their own markets without the burden of additional 
travel.  Beyond this, at national events, college coaches regularly seek out the most efficient 
venues for player identification.  ECNL offers these venues, as evidenced by the extraordinary 
results displayed by ECNL clubs over the last several years, generating enormous numbers in 
college soccer, at all divisions.  Moreover, ECNL events bring together the best clubs in the 
country for competitions.  The national events are filled by only ECNL clubs, rather than seeing 
multiple levels, or “brackets”, at a tournament, separated by a point system.  As such, ECNL 
players enjoy maximum exposure at all events.   

	


