I Think A Change – A Change Would Do You Good

Too many cooks?

Consultation with team captains and managers before the start of a match is to be encouraged, particularly if the ground may be unsafe to play. The final decision, however, as to whether to play or not must rest with the relevant tournament committee. Once the match has started, all decisions are to be made by the umpires, though they will probably get a great deal of advice from the players. Seems sensible. It came as something of a surprise, therefore, to see and read recently that in cricket, of all games, the captain is now given the choice to appeal or not in the case of a dodgy run out. We are back to Boycott’s quandary: these are ‘not just any old players’ but ones that are ‘hyped up, stressed out and fighting for pride, patriotism and their payslips’ – those who, in the heat of the moment, can make the wrong decision. Far better to take the decision away from the players and give it to the umpire.

That’s a bit off don’t you think?

Those of you who watched the European Football Championships this summer must have been impressed generally with the standard of the refereeing and their control over the players. One incident, however, had the pundits scratching their heads: a player had fallen off the pitch over the back line (injured) and, along with the goalkeeper, was deemed to have played the goal-scorer on side. The authorities backed the referee and the goal stood but the rule is to be looked at, as indeed is our own offside rule – to include other set piece plays as well as that of the throw-in.

Penalty permutations

Following on with rule changes, it seems likely that we will introduce a ‘one-hit only’ law for penalties 2, 3, 4 and 6 next season. A special rule will apply should the ball fail to reach the back line and it is thought that clubs may be given further flexibility when staging a very low-goal tournament. At the same time, we are likely to introduce an undefended 30-yard penalty in order to counter the accusation that the player crossing in front to defend the goal can only do so successfully without fouling if he jumps the gun (which is a foul anyway), which puts his pony and himself in the firing line. The 40-yard penalty would remain as a defended penalty, which would also emphasise the differential between the two penalties more, offering umpires a wider choice of sanction for ill-disciplined teams. We will also consider awarding a hit from the centre, rather than a throw-in at 10 yards, as the second part of a penalty one.

Chief HPA Whip brings whipping into line

There are few more unattractive sights in polo than a player whipping his pony to excess, particularly if he is venting his own frustration on it. A player is allowed to discipline his pony or attempt to make it run faster during play but may not use whip or spur unnecessarily or in excess (as stated by the HPA in ‘rule 37b’ of the blue book). The number of strikes is not specified, since a whip can be applied with such force that even one strike should be penalised and certainly more than two should be. The wearing of spurs by novice players is also being looked into.

American wisdom

We are fortunate to have Steve Lane, the chief umpire instructor for the USPA, with us for the period of the Gold Cup to advise and assess our Pro Umpire Group. He has free access to the teams and is independent of the umpire programme. At the request of a patron, he has also analysed the umpiring of one match in detail and written a report. This is the sort of service which the patrons, who finance the programme, have reason to expect. In addition, Steve has been giving umpire clinics at the request of clubs, which is being financed by the HPA. I am reminded of the old adage: “Give instruction to a wise man, and he will be yet wiser.” We all have something to learn.

Foul for thought

I posed the question in the last Umpire’s corner: “Is it the bell or the whistle which denotes the end of the chukka?” What a dumb question you might say, since it depends on which chukka we are considering. In a normal period (not the last), after the first ball, play will continue until the umpire blows his whistle for a foul or for another reason (such as if a goal is scored, the ball hits the boards, goes over the back line or, finally, because the second bell sounds). In the last chukka, however, it is the bell and not the umpire’s whistle which signifies the end, unless the scores are tied and a result is required. In this case, play continues until a goal is scored or the second bell is rung. And we say our rules are simple!

Try this one for next month: a player is late for a match. Can the team he or she is missing from start with three players and, if so, are there any conditions?

