Addressing the Problem of Abuse of Officials 

Preamble

Baseball represents one of the very few sports worldwide that tolerate verbal dispute and often at times intimidating body language between coaches or players and umpires.

Whilst it embodies a degree of theatre and tactics on behalf of the Manager and or player who pursue it, the downside to this interaction is that it promotes a culture of confrontation to participants and spectators and acceptance of otherwise unsportsmanlike behaviour.

State of the play – the present

Abuse of officials has become so widespread that it is now recognised as a threat to modern sport, both in the continuation of sport as a pursuit as well as having officials to preside over competition. Baseball is positioned at the very apex of this social phenomenon and as such struggles to maintain equilibrium between control, effective management of competitions and mutual respect of participants’ roles.

The problems we face at present:

· Struggle to attract new officials

· Retention of officials becoming increasingly difficult.

· The gap between officials and players becoming ever wider.

· Less enjoyment being experienced by officials.

· Cloud of insurance and litigation risks omnipresent.

Response

In order to address the plight of officials, the ABF and its member associations and clubs need to implement measures that effect immediate change to the manner in which officials are treated by players, coaches and spectators. This ‘empowerment’ also needs to be backed up by a checking mechanism that ensures a balance is reached between what constitutes fair control as opposed to officials ‘lording’ over other sport participants.

Elite vs. Club

The Claxton Shield currently utilises the send off rule whereby any player ejected from a game also automatically engenders the removal of the team’s Manager from the field of play. This ensures that a greater penalty is suffered by the team as a consequence of the player’s inappropriate actions. The Manager is also the only coach permitted to engage the Umpire in call disputes. 

This has shown to be effective in all national competitions in which it has been employed, including the IBLA. The question that remains is, would this then be as effective at a lower level?

Differences that could bring influence to this argument between club and elite play could include understanding the intimacy of club sport vs. elite, Umpires going overboard on imparting any new measures (power tool), failure to enforce at a local level, and the threat of new rules increasing the divide between officials and other participants.   

Proposal

The ABF supports a policy to reduce the harassment of officials. 

Control measures

· If a player is ejected, then the Manager is also ejected
· Only the Manager to approach the Umpire during onfield discussions
· All ejections are to be referred to the Tribunal 

Competency measures

· Commitment to further the skills of umpires particularly in man management and conflict resolution (ABF and state associations)

Review and mediation measures

· Independent committee is formed representative of all stakeholders to monitor the new measures (see below)

Education measures

· Commitment to ongoing education of participants regarding harassment of officials (ABF & state associations)

Implementation of any new measures would need to be balanced by the formation of a committee at each association level that is representative of all participant groups (umpire, player, coach, administrator). This committee would meet prior to the season and at review periods to validate the Umpires discretion in implementing the new rules, and would be empowered to address incidents whereby umpiring individuals have been found to be over zealous in their management of the new measures. This could lead to the committee calling for the removal or demotion of an umpire with the state director of Umpiring from that region.

The ABF Mgr for Umpiring Development would oversee the program and liaise with all committees to gauge the rules effectiveness. In matters where a dispute arises, then both the state association and the ABF could conceivably be involved in mediation.

Further measures

To support the objectives of the program, the ABF would attribute additional funding to the Umpiring portfolio for the ongoing education of officials in areas of man management and conflict resolution through both specific course delivery and the umpiring accreditation system. 

Educating participants about the value and role of officials in our sport would need to take place through the coaching accreditation framework. 

Recommendations

The recommendation of the review committee is that the measures be embraced but that consideration be given to the following:

· That the judiciary process and construct is reviewed to align nationally. That this process be defined to deal with judging penalty as opposed to determining guilt.

· That a meeting pre season would be conducive to fostering better relationships between all participants (players, coaches and umpires). Such meetings would have to be chaired and facilitated by a person independent to the processes.

· That there be some thought given to implementing the recommendations for control measures only at the club top grade level.

To summarize the measures, the following is reproduced from the original document:

· That ejection rule guidelines embrace the following recommendations:

Zero Tolerance, i.e. immediate ejection without warning, be applied 100% across the board at this level for the following actions;

· Intentional physical contact

· Kicking or throwing dirt on or at an umpire

· Questioning an umpires honesty or integrity

· Profane language that is directed at the umpire personally

· Profane language that is directed at the umpires partner

· Spitting on or at an umpire

· An obscene gesture directed toward an umpire, their partner, opposing player, or fan

· Flagrantly throwing equipment or part of uniform in obvious protest of a call

· Drawing a line in the dirt with the obvious intent of showing the umpire up

· Throwing objects from the dugout onto playing field

· Leaving position on field to argue balls and strikes

· That Managers be the only coaching staff permitted to approach and consult with umpires as per the recommendation on page 3.

· Mandatory removal: Ejection of a player automatically includes ejection of the team’s Manager. 

· That all ejections be referred to the Tribunal for further action.

· That any player ejected from a game automatically assumes a one game suspension, with further action to be decided by the Tribunal.

· That Managers ejected from a game through Mandatory Removal would have no further penalty applied.    

· That Managers ejected from a game for reasons other than Mandatory Removal automatically assume a one game suspension with further action to be decided upon by the Tribunal.   

· In the case where multiple players are ejected from the same team simultaneously, then only the Manager will be ejected under the Mandatory Removal guidelines. 

· That a Review Body be assembled to oversee the implementation and administration of these new guidelines in year one. This Body will have the authority to request that the State Director for of Umpiring and/or the National Umpiring Manager remove or downgrade an umpire that is found to be deliberately misusing the new rules. A simple majority would define decisions of this nature. This Review Body should be representative of all stakeholders:

· One State Association member

· One Player Member

· One Coaching member

· One Umpiring member   

· To support the objectives of the program, the ABF would need to attribute additional funding to the Umpiring portfolio for the ongoing education of officials in areas such as man management and conflict resolution.  
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