The Great AAA Illusion - Fiorenzo Arcadi, CEO, Toronto Hockey Store

On a cold Saturday morning, the rink was already alive. The smell of burnt coffee and wet
equipment mixed with the scrape of skates on ice. Parents in designer jackets lined the glass like
investors staring at their portfolios. In the Greater Toronto Hockey League, everything looks elite
on the surface. The logos shine, the banners hang, and the parents wear their team colours like
military stripes.

There are ninety-eight Triple A teams in the league. On paper, that sounds like the factory of
excellence, the future of Canadian hockey. But when you sit in the stands and watch long
enough, the truth begins to melt through the ice. Only about thirty of those teams can play the
game at a true competitive level. The rest are built on money, influence, and a fragile illusion that
their children belong to the hockey elite.

The problem isn’t the kids. The kids love the game. The problem is the adults. Parents build their
identity around the logo, the hotel weekends, the team jackets, and the social circle that comes
with saying their child plays Triple A. They pay thousands of dollars to belong, even when the
scoreboard tells the truth every weekend. The hotel weekends often end with alcohol and gossip,
and sometimes with the kind of affairs that destroy marriages and teams. The game becomes a
background noise to the drama in the lobby.

A kid on a weak Triple A team might actually develop worse than one on a good Double A
program. But families stay because to leave would mean admitting the dream isn’t real. They



crave the title, not the development. I once had a father come to me asking to sponsor his son’s
team. They were terrible, one of those teams that couldn’t break out of their own zone without
turning it over. He didn’t want the sponsorship for hockey reasons. He wanted to show the other
parents that he had a sponsor. Since he was a good customer, I went to watch a game. The truth
was painful. Not only was his son’s team uncompetitive, so were the other eight teams they
played against. Afterward the father asked what I thought. I told him I’d give him a free jock and
a goalie stick because that’s all that team deserved. He laughed. I didn’t.

Even back in the 1980s when I was an assistant coach, this culture was already taking shape. The
head coach I worked with would make frivolous trips to the United States under the excuse of
tournaments, but really he was having an affair with one of the mothers. When I found out, I
made the decision to cut the kid because the distraction was tearing the team apart. A few days
later, the parents and the coach fired me. That’s the kind of garbage that lives at the bottom of the
system. Adults chasing their own needs while pretending they are doing it for the good of their
children.

The GTHL maintains the illusion of a vast elite structure because the business depends on it. The
league, the trainers, the equipment dealers, the hotels, the tournament organizers,everyone profits
from the illusion that this is the path to the NHL. But the math is cruel. Only a fraction of one
percent of these kids will ever skate under the lights of the National Hockey League. The rest
will age out of the system with empty wallets and confused hearts, wondering what went wrong.

What went wrong is that somewhere along the way, hockey stopped being about love of the
game. It became about validation. It became a lifestyle brand. The parents treat Triple A like a
social club and the kids become their membership cards. The rink is no longer a temple for the
sport but a stage for ego.

Still, every so often, in a quiet rink with no cameras or banners, you see a kid who plays for
nothing but the love of the game. The one who skates until his lungs burn and his gloves are
soaked. The one who still tapes his stick at home and dreams, not of sponsors or jackets, but of
making one good save or one perfect pass. That kid reminds you what hockey used to be before
the adults ruined it.

That is the real game. That is the one worth saving.



