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INFORMATION PAGE 
Week of September 8th, 2005 
 

1 2005/06 IRB Sevens Schedule 
The schedule for the upcoming IRB Sevens has been announced.  It contains 
excellent news that Los Angeles is on the itinerary, Feb 11th and 12th, 2006.  
 
Again I urge all who can to make the special effort to travel.  You will enjoy an 
outstanding world class Rugby event, right here in NAWIRA. 
 
For full details of the Series, go to: 
http://www.irbsevens.com/News/050905+SL+200506+sched.htm 

 
2 Lee Smith writes again! 

Lee, the IRB’s Regional Development Manager in Oceania, has written 
another wide-ranging technical article.  Enjoy. 

 
 
 

Linear Gets you Points Lateral Offers You Options 
 
Front Runners 
Since the Freudian slip in which originators of Rugby failed to realise that a ball can be 
passed in any direction, the game has been stuck with the backward pass. 
 
As we all know this and the off-side law has prevented the ball being propelled forward 
to a teammate in most circumstances. 
 
This has created two options.  If the ball is to be retained running and passing are the 
only options and if territorial gain can more than compensate for the loss of possession, 
possession can be kicked away.  The return for kicking is based on both the distance 
gained and an effective chasing pattern. 
 
What this does mean is that in most circumstances and particularly when field position 
is closer to the opponents’ line, the defence need only contend with the run and pass 
option most of the time. 
 
From set pieces the defence can be pressured, as numbers are equal but even here the 
skills required to attack are more complex and sophisticated than those of defence. 
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From phase play the reality is that the defence outnumbers the attack in most situations.  
As a result most defenders can commit themselves to defending the run-pass options. 
 
So the problem is how to remove some of the defenders so the attack can be more 
effective.  A maul may do it. 
 
However, some years ago at the Massey Practicum a “who’s who” of current and past 
New Zealand coaching talent motivated by J.J. Stewart attempted to apply a bit of 
lateral thinking to this problem. 
 
What we came up with was to designate two front-runners in each team who could be 
on the end of a forward pass or a kick further down the field.  As a result there would be 
an off-side line for 13 players and no off-side line for 2.  The law would apply to general 
play only and the ball would be the off-side line for all other players from this play. 
These frontrunners would be distinguishable by having a jersey the same colour as 
teammates, but whose pattern made it distinctive.  They may be the same players 
through the game or they may be different players changed by just changing jerseys. 
 
The effect would be to make the defence commit to a greater degree to defence down 
the field, reducing the one dimension defence that, currently, stifles the attack. 
 
To avoid confusion we would put the refs in paisleys so that there is no confusion. 
 
Why don’t you try it and see what patterns emerge?  At practice this can be used as an 
activity to help players recognise space and play to it. 
 
Scrums 
Powerful scrumming has resulted in scrums no longer being a contest for the ball but 
rather to effect the quality of possession by pushing, wheeling and other subtle skills. 
 
As a result the skill of contesting the hook has been eroded and it is significantly helped 
by the tolerance shown at the throw-in.  Few can criticise this as there is little point 
throwing the ball in straight if the opposition has other priorities and the crooked throw in 
is tolerated (unlike the throw in to the line-out, which is a more difficult skill. Is this 
demanded because the ball is contested?).  This is a chicken and egg situation – would 
they strike if the ball was thrown in straight? 
 
Is the hooker supposed to be in a position to hook the ball?  Should we require the 
hooker to take up this stance?  How difficult would it be to rule on this?  Should we 
require both hookers to strike for the ball?  Would this lead to a genuine contest and 
would this serve to de-power the scrum? 
 
Remember the scrums prior to the off-side line being the hindmost foot.  The ball was 
the off-side line. 
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Watching the “Greats” from this era on the Rugby Channel the front five bound up and 
folded in, #9 retrieved the ball and wandered to the scrum that remained stable but 
wobbly, firming up as he approached.  When he/she was ready the back three leant on 
the scrum so the weight on the front row was the full effort of the locks and a quarter 
effort from one of the back three. 
 
The drawback was the off-side line being the ball, #9’s were either fast or dead and the 
flankers had fun obstructing each other. 
 
With the change it is fair to say that the weight being driven through the front row, the 
props in particular, doubled.  The loose forwards now pushed as hard as the locks.  The 
pressure that was generated was huge and does have safety considerations.  These 
have been addressed by specificity of legal and illegal actions permitted by the front row 
but to de-power the scrum in some way may be the answer. 
 
I have suggested making both hookers hook the ball.  Some years ago Tane Norton 
suggested phased engagement with the front, engaging first and the back three joining 
once this had taken place. 
 
Maybe the gain line around the scrum becomes the off-side line and hindmost foot 
applies to the defensive backline only.  Maybe it’s a combination of all these.  Given the 
problems the game is having at club level and below with scrum safety and the 
substitution of front row players there must be some middle ground between power 
scrumming and uncontested scrums. 
 
The compromise must allow for the contest of the ball complemented by the contest for 
the quality of possession and not just the latter. 
 
The Tackle 
Less so now than in the mid 90’s frustration about the inability to regain possession at 
the completed tackle has led to the tackle in its own right being used to regain 
possession. 
 
This has led to tackles migrating from the legs, hips and waist up the body to the 
position of the ball and above.  Anecdotally, this has led to an increase in head injuries 
and concussion and common sense tells us that this is likely to be the case. 
 
The effect would seem to be a greater number of no-pass, and one pass attacks in 
which the ball carrier charges forward looking for the quick recycle or the pick and go 
rather than off loading to support to keep the attack going. 
 
For safety reasons, to encourage off-loads and make a difference between Union and 
League in which we can be seen to be pro-active, is it worthwhile to think about limiting 
the height of a tackle? 
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When this was raised at a conference in the 90’s the objection was that a low tackle 
was equally dangerous.  At the same conference it was declared by one Union that 
hooking destabilised the scrum.  Safe to say a large amount of self-interest was 
reflected by both comments. 
 
Ethics and the Professional Game 
When winning is everything and money is involved there can be a tendency for the 
means to justify the end in getting the winning edge.  It is under these circumstances 
that player safety can be compromised in the development of techniques. 
 
Safe techniques do not always give the best result, but they must not be compromised 
in favour of one that is unsafe. 
 
Even if the well-conditioned professional player can be trained to deliberately perform 
an unsafe technique successfully the situation goes further than this. 
 
Coaches often tell me that the most influential coaching tool is the play of the role 
models.  Even when players lack the ability to do as they do, they will still try.  This can 
be positive as it may make the players more amenable to developing better techniques 
and increasing their range of skills. 
 
But when these are unsafe and both the role model and the emulators put themselves 
at risk then we need to look at our coaching ethics and the coach’s code of conduct. 
 
The skills most involved in this are the tackle and the play that follows in contesting the 
ball.  It is too easy in the impact of bodies for deliberate unsafe techniques to be 
disguised as “normal” play. 
 
The consequences are grave if the professional player becomes seriously injured and 
can lay at the door of the coach the technique that resulted in the injury. 
 
Genuine Competition or Unnecessary Politics 
I often feel that it is hypercritical for coaches to claim camaraderie in most 
circumstances and to promote the free flow of knowledge and to campaign against each 
other when there is a job up for grabs.  I need to then reflect that it is a competitive 
situation and, all things being equal, self-promotion is an essential part of the selection 
process. 
 
But there is still an ethical matter here.  It is not about campaigning or not but more in 
the manner in which a coach promotes him/herself. It is in this area that coaching ethics 
are required. 
 
It is my view that in most circumstances the guidelines that follow may be a worthwhile 
checklist: 
 

1 Should not publicly apportion blame to others when things are not going well. 
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2 Should accept the terms of the contract, in which he/she should have had an 
influence, and get on with the job.  He/she should not contrive a bail out situation 
when things are not going well. 

3 Should not try to elevate his/her status by destructively criticising others, 
especially those seeking the same job. 

4 Should not destructively criticise programmes designed to help other coaches 
just because they haven’t been part of them. 

5 Should not think in absolutes but in options. 
6 Should not criticise those who don’t agree with his/her absolutes. 
7 Should adapt his/her coaching method to use the talent of the players to get the 

best result and not the reverse, bending the players to the way he/she wants to 
coach, as if it was the only way. 

8 Should not belittle the performance of opponents by making excuses for his/her 
selections. 

9 Should communicate to ensure unity behind the cause, but to keep his/her own 
counsel on all other matters and know the difference between the two. 

10 Should live by a code of conduct in matters relating to the team, the game and 
the union that enhance the game and its ethos. 

11 Should know that the coach’s best interests are one and the same as that of the 
team and that self-interest is self-destructive. 

 
Other Practical Issues to Think About 

· To provide space for the attack, is it legitimate for the pile-up with players 
unbound and on the ground, to be called a ruck? 

· Is the ball out of a ruck or maul when it sees daylight or when it is in #9’s hands? 
· Are the shoulders really above the hips and the players bound to each other at 

the ruck? 
· Is the use of the maul and its effectiveness enough to justify that it is obstruction 

and the only part of the game where you can’t tackle the ball carrier? 
· Does the use if or lose it law stifle the use of the maul aggravating the situation in 

which the defensive line-out numbers the defensive line? The number of mauls in 
most games would suggest this. 

· To allow for the legitimate defence at the maul should the ball be in the front line 
so that it can be contested? 

· If the tackled ball carrier had to release the ball on completion of the tackle would 
the ball be made available earlier, creating less confusion? 

· If a ball carrier does not anticipate an escape route for the ball should the player 
bear the consequences of a turnover to a greater degree? 

· Should a decoy be in a position to catch a pass, if not then is this player just an 
obstruction? 

· Is the impact area following the tackle too unsafe for the players bending to pick 
up the ball? 

 
Don’t ask me about playing the ball with the foot after the tackle, nor the standing tackle. 
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Sometimes it is time for a stock -take and for us to go back to the future.  History does 
have its lessons. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Best wishes to all. 
 

 
Tom Jones 
Regional Development Manager 

 


