Stage set for a scoring structure switch?

Revamping the rules

The rules of polo have changed only very little since they were first drawn up on two sheets of paper by Chicken Hartopp in 1869, but the game has changed dramatically. We have, for good reason, been content to add on a rule here and there as a situation has arisen or just tinkered at the margins to speed things up; sadly with not much success.  Suppose a field goal was worth two points and a penalty only one like in rugby. We would have to go to one-hit penalties as a corollary, as it would be hard to decide when a goal scored from a tap would qualify as a field goal. Many would argue that this would be a good thing anyway and it would bring us into line with the Argentines.  However, more radical is the suggestion that a goal scored from outside a 60-yard radius from the goal or perhaps outside the 60-yard line should count for three points. This would encourage the early release of the ball and minimise goalmouth melées which are painful to watch and impossible to umpire. Talking about melées, what about minimising the throw-in which leads to so many? A hit from the 60-yard line could be awarded to the side that has conceded a goal without changing ends, which in itself is now something of a nonsense with our increasingly well-graded and superbly-maintained grounds. If the ball crosses the sidelines or boards, a hit could also be awarded and to make the players think a bit, these could alternate between the two sides in order to discourage players deliberately playing the ball out too often.

Using common-sense

Imagine a player is approaching the goal with the ball virtually unopposed and, to make his shot to goal easier, he slows down to a virtual stop about three feet from the goal and taps the ball. An opponent comes from behind the back line and steals the ball crossing the ROW of the other player. Has he fouled? Well, this is an old chestnut requiring the umpires to take each case on its merits remembering that, though danger is an important element of the equation, there must also be an element of fairness.  In this case the attacker was clearly established on the ROW and therefore had the right to slow down or accelerate on it. An opponent coming in at an angle crossing the ROW at a distance of only six feet has no play and therefore a ‘penalty one’ could be awarded for a dangerous or deliberate foul in the vicinity of the goal in order to save a goal. Some distinction should be made between this incident, which occurs in open play (in which a ROW has been clearly established) and when the ball is in a melée, in which a ROW has not been clearly established as often happens at a throw-in.

Players as umpires

What a splendid photograph of Alfredo Harriott and what a lot of sense is contained in the article in last month’s Polo Times. I am not sure, however, that I agree that it is necessary for a high-goal umpire to have played high-goal polo and, indeed, I touched on this subject in a recent issue. There is no doubt, of course, that it helps; not least because you gain immediate respect from the players rather than having to earn it the hard way.  In the long term, however, the right personal qualities and hard work are likely to stand you in better stead than an illustrious career as a player. How many of the Argentine panel of umpires has made it to the top as a player? Out of 13 last year, we can lay claim to only one.

The role of the adjudicator

I will end by quoting from Craig Joubert, a rugby referee: “The referee is a facilitator. The players do the entertaining and I allow them to entertain.” Indeed, therein lies the dilemma for any referee, whatever the sport. How much is he there to observe the letter of the law and to keep the play safe and fair and how much is it his responsibility to increase the entertainment value of the game as a spectacle? The debate roars on.
