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The speed of the court surface used at the Australian Open can be misleading, Tristan Barnett and Rod Cross write.  

Lleyton Hewitt's "c'mon" for a faster surface at this year's Australian Open provoked tournament director Paul McNamee to reveal that "tests had shown the courts were faster this year".  

The two main factors affecting court speed are the coefficient of friction (COF) and the coefficient of restitution (COR). The COF is a measure of the frictional force of the court surface on the ball and mainly determines how much the ball slows down horizontally when it hits the court. The larger the COF, the more the ball slows down and the lower the court speed.  

The COR characterises how high a tennis ball will bounce if you drop it from a given height. The larger the COR, the higher the ball will bounce. However, the COR also affects the horizontal bounce speed of the ball. The higher the COR, the slower the court speed.  

It is well established that grass courts are the fastest surface, having low values of both COF and COR, while clay courts are the slowest, having high values of both COF and COR. Hard courts at the Australian and United States Open are of intermediate speed, but the speed can be varied by changing the composition of the court and surface.  

Less sand will make the court a bit more slippery and lower the COF, but may inadvertently increase the COR and make the court more bouncy. The end result may be that the horizontal speed of the court may not change at all but the vertical speed will increase. Tests of court speed therefore need to be taken with a grain of sand.  

The percentage of points won on serve is a guide to court speed. At Wimbledon, men average 64.3 per cent of points won on serve compared with 60.2 per cent of points won on serve at the French Open. Grass is faster than clay.  

At last year's Australian Open, the men and women averaged 63.0 per cent and 55.3 per cent of points won on serve respectively. At this year's Australian Open, the men and women have so far averaged 62.9 per cent and 55.8 per cent of points won on serve respectively. This indicates there has been no change in court speed from last year.  

Court speed is not always consistent at the Australian Open. In 2000, the men and women won 63.8 per cent and 57 per cent of points on serve respectively; in 2001, the men and women won only 61.9 per cent and 54.9 per cent of points on serve respectively.  

Actual measurements have been made on the courts at the Australian Open and Sydney International. The Sydney courts are faster, which may help to explain Lleyton Hewitt's dominance in the past four years.  

The slower speed of the Melbourne court may have contributed to Marat Safin's epic semi-final win against Roger Federer. "I like it when it bounces high, when it's not so fast," Safin said last week. Federer, like Hewitt, would probably prefer the court to be a bit faster.  
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