Umpires Corner – March 2009

Defusing the heat on the snowfields – and elsewhere
Umpires from the pro group and management have been active during the European snow polo tournaments. This is a compliment to our standard of umpiring at the top level and takes in the need to have uncommitted umpires who are respected and can instill discipline without fear or favour. 

One incident of note occurred recently when a team left the field without the permission of the umpires in the final chukka in protest against the dangerous play of an opponent. 

The umpires acted in accordance with Rule 1(g), which states: “A team that pulls out immediately before or during a match without such consent will invoke a charge of misconduct”.  

The tournament committee decided to give the team the option of accepting a penalty of two points, which would effectively rule them out of the tournament, and apologising, or a referral to the Swiss Polo Association. 

The team opted for the first option and the matter was settled. Each case must, of course, be judged on its merits, but in the circumstances as related, this seems to have been a sensible and pragmatic solution to the problem.

Where polo and football differ

The selection of umpires for a match is in the hands of the tournament committee, which normally delegates the responsibility to the polo manager. Guidance on selection is given in Annex B to the HPA rules, but it does not end there. 

I read recently that the manager of a well known Premier League football club was furious because the assistant manager of the opposing team had spoken to the referee at half-time to ask for an explanation of his decision on a particular foul. This, he claimed, influenced the referee to the extent that after a two-goal lead at half time, the match ended in a draw. 

There are more extreme examples of managers influencing referees brought out in a controversial book by a former French referee called A Bas L’Arbitre (Down With the Referee). The author reveals that the manager of one Premier League club gives free jerseys to the officials if they have “performed well”. 

Sometimes is goes further. On a trip to Moldova, officials were shown to their hotel rooms by what were described as “four divine Moldavian creatures”. Sadly, there is no record of our umpires being similarly seduced but the message is clear: do not accept favours – even to the extent of avoiding that end-of-chukka chat with players.

When a second opinion is final

Our rules state that the umpire’s decision “will be final in all matters” – and long may that continue. It would seem, however, that this now does not apply to cricket, as a player may ask for a second opinion on a decision, to be judged by a third umpire with the aid of a television replay. 

This is rather sad, but one has to concede that a decision made by a cricket umpire is likely to have more influence on the outcome of a particular game than a call made by a polo umpire. And it has long been argued that mistakes generally even out between teams – although perhaps not between individuals.

One tap, many directions

As previewed in my last column, there have been changes to the rules for 2009. The most important concern penalties, which I will cover fully next month. 

In the meantime, note that for next season the one-tap rule includes the condition that the following-up player does not have the option of a tap, whether challenged or not. Additionally, a tap in any direction will be counted, whereas previously a tap towards a player’s own goal was not. 

More emphasis has been placed on pony welfare, including further restriction on whipping and detail on the duties of the club welfare officer. 

Other amendments make the rules easier to interpret. For example, the heading “Delay by Defending Side” has been changed to “Delay by Side Hitting In”, because the side that is hitting in has the initiative and therefore is on the attack, rather than on the defensive. It gives emphasis to the adage that the worst shot in polo is to hit the ball over your opponent’s back line. F

