LAW 18 - by Dan Herbst

THERE ARE precisely 17 laws that are listed in FIFA's Laws of the Game. 
They range from the field of play (law one) to the roles of the referee and the assistant referees (laws five and six) to offside (law 11) to fouls and misconduct (law 12). So which of the 17 is THE most important law?

For an educated response, we sought out Esse Baharmast. You may remember him as the official who seemingly got every key MLS assignment during that League's early years and as probably the only American who acquitted himself well on a field during the 1998 World Cup in France. His current title is Director of International Referee Development for US Soccer. "The most important law of the game," he responds, "is law 18."

Law 18?

"Law 18 is common sense. Law 18 is walking in someone else's shoes. Law 18 is knowing how to bend the book without breaking it. Law 18 is having empathy, having an understanding for other people. Law 18 is knowing that it's important to be able to apply Solomon-like judgment to the 17 laws of the game."

In fact, what separates referees at all levels of the sport are their personalities and their ability to apply that mythical but vital 18th law. Of the former, consider Esse's assessment: "Go to any street corner around the world and there is a game taking place without referees. So we should not overestimate our importance. The game is all about the players. We are only there to make sure that they are safe, that they have fun, and that they enjoy themselves. I enjoyed watching the players showcase their skills. It was my job to be sure that the game stayed beautiful, that it stayed skillful. 

"The personality of a referee is very, very important. When a coach or a player can't say a word to a referee that upsets them. Their pet peeve is referees who are not reachable, referees who are not approachable, referees who feel that they are above the game or that the game is all about them. A referee should do the job confidently, humbly, and in a down-to-earth manner."

It is often said that the best referees possess excellent vision coupled with poor hearing. Baharmast is one who endorses being selectively deaf. "The referee doesn't have to hear everything that's being said," he declares. "If you did you would have to confront it."

Also vital; being fit and committed to working hard. As the officiating aphorism asserts, presence lends conviction. Notes Esse, "If the referee is putting in 100% honest work and misses a call or two here or there he generally won't have a problem. 

"When I played I would make a 40-yard run and time it just as good as I could. If the flag came up to call me offside because the assistant was three or four yards out of position it would burn me that I was doing my part but they weren't doing their part. But if I looked over and saw them in position it would not have bothered me."

As any knowledgeable observer who has witnessed American youth, scholastic, or intercollegiate soccer can undoubtedly attest, there is no shortage of folks with whistles who are superb at having memorized the FIFA document. There is just one problem; there isn't a single team sport on this planet that is played precisely as its written rules suggest.

Does the baseball strike zone as commonly interpreted by umpires bear much resemblance to the official one? What about the so-called "area play" when an infielder turning a double play only has to be near second base as the ball arrives to be awarded a putout? We've all heard expert gridiron analysts declare that the zebras could call holding on every play if they were so inclined. How about all of that off-the-puck contact in ice hockey in front of the crease that the rules say is interference?

"The Laws Of The Game are basically guidelines," Baharmast declares. "When you take the driver's test they tell you that you have to adjust the mirror, you have to look to your left, and you've got to turn your signal on. Not too many people drive like that. Those are guidelines for your safety. Once you get out there, you don't break the laws of the game but you must understand that there is a lot of bending that goes on."

Take laws five (referee's duties) and seven (match duration). The former grants the ref sole power to "act as timekeeper" while the latter calls for "two equal periods of 45 minutes" with allowances for time lost for substitutions, injury assessment/treatment, time wasting, and for "any other cause."

There are actually referee instructors telling neophytes that they should blow for halftime or fulltime precisely when their stopwatch hits that magical 45-minute mark. But that's not how the real game is played. Says Esse, "If the team is on an attack and is about to put in a cross or a shot conventional wisdom would be to let the outcome occur. On the other hand, if it's a 10-0 game the teams will tell you to let's get out of here."

Listed under the several Direct Free Kick offenses in law 12 is when a player "kicks or attempts to kick an opponent." Counters Baharmast, "Someone who just learned by the book will think that a kick to the back of the leg is the same as a kick to the front of the shin. That's why the higher up in the game you go the more important playing experience becomes. You must have a feel for the game. There is no better teacher than the game itself by having played it. You don't necessarily have to have played at the Bundesliga level but it should have been at a competitive level so that you know what it feels like to get kicked in your Achilles tendon."

Another example from law 12: "A player goes up in the air, keeps his toes down, and brings the ball down to control it beautifully. If the referee hasn't played the game he doesn't understand it and thinks it's a dangerous play. He doesn't know the difference between dangerous play and skillful play."

Continues Baharmast, "Those who haven't played the game tend to interpret the laws too strictly. Everything is a whistle. The players soon say, 'Let us play, this is part of the game.' Take a jersey grab. The higher up that you go you will see that there are two players who are both jockeying for position by using their arms and their bodies."

With the exemption of a keeper within his/her own penalty area, law 12 mandates a direct free kick be awarded when a player "handles the ball deliberately." Ah, but there's a lot more to it than that.

Offers Esse, "I would look to see if the ball plays the hand or the hand was playing the ball. Also, if the hand movement is a natural progression of the body movement or is it an artificial movement." What of a defender who has the ball driven into his arms from close range after he has jumped with his arms extended towards the opponent as the opponent kicked the ball? After all, he hasn't violated the common book interpretation by having his hand actually move in reaction to the ball. Says Baharmast, "I would call that a hand ball because that's not a natural progression of the body."

Does all of this mean that everyone who signs up to officiate is doomed to fail if playing experience is lacking? For sure, there is a large handicap to be surmounted. But, at least at the grassroots levels of the game, there is hope. 

”That person must completely become a student of the game," suggests Esse. "Not only should they go to referees' clinics but they should go to coaches' clinics. They should kick the ball around and, maybe, participate in pick-up games. Talk to coaches. Talk to players. Try to walk in their shoes. Find out what upsets them, what makes them go crazy. And watch high level games as often as they can. That's very important to see all of those things that happen that are not covered in the book."

