October 08

Strengthening standards - Helping our knights in black and white to get it right

Umpiring the umps

We have had a lot of discussion recently about assessing the performance of umpires. It is obviously of particular interest to us in the professional umpire group. Patrons, who – it must be said – pay for the umpiring service rather more directly than is desirable, are naturally aggrieved if they lose a match by what they perceive to be bad umpiring. This is compounded by the fact that those concerned are not noticeably held to account. It would seem that the only way forward is to appoint independent assessors, one of whom would be present at all matches. The Football Association has an assessor at every match who marks the referee out of 100. Marks are awarded for good decisions and also on more subjective issues, such as their demeanour and rapport with players. In our case, we would surely need a minimum of three assessors as, during the high-goal season, the matches come thick and fast. But who are these assessors to be?

Acting to bring our arbitrators 

to account

We made a step in this direction by appointing Steve Lane to assess performance and to coach umpires but, by his own admission, his main emphasis fell on the latter. He did, however, make a detailed analysis of one match which served to placate, if not totally satisfy, one rather unhappy patron. We have identified the requirement and now must respond in the short term until the more senior of the professional umpire group can step naturally into the role.

Instigating improving impartiality

In Wembley’s recent Carnegie Challenge Cup final, in rugby league, the referee, rather surprisingly, came from St Helens as did one of the two finalists. Although it was acknowledged that he had been fair to both sides, he was really on a hiding to nothing, as any decision left the poor chap open to either accusations of bias or that he was being too inclined to bend over backwards the other way. Even in cricket it has now been accepted that umpires who stand in Test Matches should always be from neutral countries. Therefore, reluctantly, I have to admit that the umpires in our international matches should be drawn from neutral countries, though not necessarily from outside the professional group. The argument which was used this year, that they are paid by the HPA and are therefore likely to favour the English team, is risible. It is now up to the International Committee, in consultation with the chief umpire, to grasp this nettle early and, preferably at the same time as they select the team, appoint two neutral professional umpires – even if it means bringing one or both from abroad especially for the occasion. This will prevent the unseemly horse-trading which occurred this year and ensure that the matches will be umpired according to our rules. It should also be accepted at the outset that the chief umpire or his appointee should stand as referee. 

Shooting out to keep spectators in

It was very cheering to hear that a penalty shoot-out had been used at Knepp Castle in order to finish a match that organisers had been forced to abandon after the first chukka as the ground was unsafe for further play. It was deemed to be a huge success and rescued a bleak afternoon from oblivion. As this is a likely use of the shoot-out, there needs to be an addition to the rules which takes account of any goals already on the scoreboard in an uncompleted match. The simplest way is to add them to the score on the board at the outset, as is now allowed for with the team handicap. It may also be sensible to limit the number of penalty shots per player on a pro rata basis, according to how many chukkas remain to complete the match.

Wise up to the ride-off in order 

to stay on

One of the questions in the HPA rules test concerns the conditions for a legitimate ride-off. The main criteria is that a player may not come in for a ride-off at a speed or angle which endangers another player or pony. In particular, he must come in at approximately the same speed as his opponent, may not enter in front of or behind the saddle and must engage shoulder-to-shoulder with his elbows tucked in. The rule specifically does not mention a particular angle of attack, as this will depend on the factors above but is unlikely to be acceptable at more than 30 degrees. It is up to the umpires to assess whether the ride-off was severe enough to knock either pony off balance.

Foul for thought

In the last Umpire’s Corner the question was asked as to what should an umpire do if a player delayed hitting in. The answer is that he should warn the player that he must hit in immediately and if he fails to respond then a Penalty 6 should be given against him. 

Finally, a pony falls. What should the umpire do?

