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Why Heguy has a point - but only up to a point

Marcos Heguy is one of the most stylish, experienced and successful players on the circuit and his thoughts on polo in the last issue of Polo Times are well worthy of comment, despite the danger of repetition. As a starting point, he states that polo has changed over 20 years or so, as the skills of players and the quality of grounds have improved. No longer is it sensible for a player to unload the ball upfield in the hope that a team-mate will pick it up; better to keep possession until such time as a short and precise pass can be made.

He concedes that the above style of play is less good to watch, and less easy or enjoyable to umpire, but he does put forward some interesting suggestions to help aid a more open game. First, he recommends restricting the number of times a player may change ponies during a match. This, he suggests, would encourage more open polo, as it is all the dribbling, stopping and starting that most tires out the horses. Second, Heguy says umpires should be more decisive in penalising players who abuse them. 

He goes on to take a veiled sideswipe at the UK’s “one-tap” rule (which is, of course, not in the Argentine lexicon), suggesting that “polo also has rules that are not to do with making the game less dangerous”. Well, the answer to that is to reply that we would repeal the rule tomorrow if professional players would abide by the spirit of an open game. Unfortunately, however, that is probably too much to ask in an age when polo has become so competitive and the rewards are increasingly high.

Nevertheless, you have to agree with Marcos when, whilst praising the general standard of high-goal umpires, he bemoans how few people there are doing it, ensuring that there is not enough competition between them. British umpires have long recognised this point but efforts to expand the top group in recent years have not proved very successful. However, there is also the opposite view that the smaller the group, the better, since it means a higher level of consistency and control can be achieved. 

As a step in the right direction we are appointing an assessor, independent of the chief umpire, who will watch as many matches as possible and be prepared to examine the umpiring and decisions during any match when requested to do so by a team that feels hard done by. This assessment will be made through personal observation and, where possible, with the help of DVD analysis. He will also be able to comment on the individual performance of any umpire.

Rule reform

As has been anticipated, we are introducing the one-hit penalty on and within the 60-yard line for the 2009 summer season. The exception will be when the captain of the team fouled elects to take a spot hit rather than a 30-yard penalty: the striker in this case may take as many hits or taps as he likes. It will, however, be defended, whereas the 30-yard penalty would obviously not be. I will bring other changes to attention in this column nearer the start of the season.

Allies across the pond

I was interested to read an article in the American journal, Polo Players’ Edition, about the rule changes to come into force in the US in the next two years. 

It was pleasing to see that they have adapted to adopt our timing for chukkas, except that they do not make a distinction between a normal period and the last one as we do. 

Thus, all penalties in the last 30 seconds are taken there and then (in a normal chukka we take the penalty at the beginning of the next) and they do not play out the final 30 seconds of the last chukka if scores are tied and the ball goes out of play.

They have picked up on our extension to the ‘one-tap’ rule, which includes the player following up. They include the phrase ‘or otherwise slow the game’, which I think we would also do well to adopt as an interpretation of our rule.

Foul for thought

In the last issue of 2008, I asked what the umpire should do if a player is unseated but the pony does not fall? 

The answer is that, if there is no danger to the player or pony, the umpire should allow play to continue until play is neutral (in other words when neither side has the advantage).

We now include the definition of ‘neutral’ in Rule 15b (i).

This month, consider this: extra time is being played in a league match and you, as the umpire, award a penalty one. Should you play out the subsequent throw in, which is part of the penalty, or blow the whistle and stop the match there and then? 
