November/December 08

Hitting, whipping and pitting
One-hit wonder

Amongst umpires, there has been much discussion on the rules since the season has closed, and it seems almost certain that we will opt for a one-hit penalty on or within the 60-yard line and for the undefended penalty 2 (30-yard hit). This will bring us closer in line with the Argentine ruling.

Meanwhile, in open play, whereas previously we had been rather ambivalent about a player tapping the ball towards his own goal, we will also tighten up on the one-tap rule to allow a player one tap only in any direction. We will also rule that the player following up does not have the option of a tap, whether defended or not.

Wanton whipping

I have mentioned whipping recently and the subject was aired at the chief umpires’ meeting. We had set a guideline that up to three strokes of the whip, if the ball was in play, was acceptable. But within this, there was the intention to penalise any player who struck his pony once only if the crack would be audible to spectators. Perhaps we should be more specific by penalising any player who transfers his reins to the right hand in order to whip his pony with greater force with his left.

Policing pony pit stops

The introduction of the tagging system in high-goal (to limit the abuse of the request stop in order to change a ‘lame’ pony) has been partially successful but, noticeably, not so in the last two chukkas of a match, when the pony would not be required to play again anyway. It may be that the player who requests a stop should be made to trot the pony up. If, in the opinion of the umpires, the pony is sound or not unduly distressed, the player could change under the existing rules but play could be restarted with a penalty 5(a) (a hit from the spot) from the point where the ball was when the request was made.

Local laws

I have referred previously to the great but largely unavailing effort made by our chief executive to achieve a convergence of the international rules. We have come some way and, by adopting the rules for 

one-hit penalties, we in the UK will cosy up closer to the Argentines at least, which is really our priority over being in line with the USPA.

The FIP rules were put together some 15 years ago, based on the HPA rules and taking into account the particular problems associated with FIP matches, such as playing on borrowed ponies. Things have moved on since then but the rules have not and, as a result, they have been largely marginalised (as was evident at the recent European qualifiers for the eight-goal championships in Hamburg). Our proposal is that the FIP rules should be abandoned in favour of playing FIP international tournaments under the rules of the host country, with any necessary amendments and additions written in.

Wise up to crack down

We can learn much from other sports about umpiring and the control of players during a game. It is important to remember that it is the players on the field who play and enjoy the game. The umpires, we must never forget, are merely there to see that the rules are kept and that play is fair and safe. A good umpire must know the rules and have sufficient experience to be able to interpret plays successfully and to manage the players. It is, indeed, quite a tall order, which is perhaps why umpires make mistakes.

It is against this background and our imperfect system of using players to umpire their peers that we must judge the overall result. So, how did we do last season? Well, not too badly, but there is certainly room for improvement, particularly at around 8-goal level, where the influence of the professional is hardly felt but the stakes tend to be pretty high.

Thus, mindful of this ‘could do better’ backdrop, we want to introduce some coaching for umpires and to make the taking and passing of a test mandatory for those who seek remuneration from their labours. So often, the abuse of an umpire by a player is triggered by an ignorance of the rules.

Foul for thought

Last issue I asked what an umpire should do if a pony falls during a game. The answer is that the umpire should stop the game at once and see the pony trotted up. If it is sound, the player remounts and play carries on with a throw-in from where the ball was when the whistle was blown. If not, the player should lead the pony off and return on a fresh mount (at which point the game is restarted).

If, however, the pony did not fall but the player was unseated, what then?

