GETTING HELP FROM YOUR PARTNER
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The debate continues among managers, coaches, players, umpires and everyone else with an opinion.  Is it OK for an umpire to change a call?  The confusing answers are, “yes and no,” and “sometimes.”

Managers and coaches are forever pressuring umpires to ask partners on calls not to their liking.  Of course, managers and coaches are just doing their job by trying to get a call reversed in their favor.  They’ll do that by pleading, “You’ve got to get help on that call!” and, “Don’t you want to get it right?”  Yes, from the major leagues on down there is an increasing school of thought that four, six or eight eyes are better than two eyes when making a decision on a play.

However, asking another umpire can lead to a winding trail to doom.  You certainly don’t want to be taking a poll after every close call.  That’s what occurred in late 1800’s baseball when the rulebook encouraged umpires to seek the testimony of bystanders (spectators) if necessary on controversial plays.  

Don’t allow a manager to dupe you with, “Thanks for checking, ump.  That’s good umpiring.”  Good umpiring?  Maybe. But in the higher levels of play, be prepared to circle the wagons after going for help on a call.  With that said, here are my personal guidelines that have served me well (most of the time) during more than 3,000 softball and baseball games:

Get Your Own Calls

That’s right!  Get your own calls and get them right.  That requires concentration and anticipation.  On the bases, you must be alert for pickoffs and steals and be prepared for interferences, obstructions and those never-ending whackers that can explode at any time.  Think priority on the bases.  Is the privileged player, at a given time, the fielder or the runner?  The privileged player is granted priority on the play and protection under the rules.  Try to anticipate the play and move into position for the next most likely play while keeping the field in proper officiating balance.  Remember to anticipate the play, but never anticipate the call.
I believe you should be able to make every call without going for help whenever you are on the same side of the diamond as the play.  Good mechanics will permit you to see every play on your side of the diamond.  That includes a pulled foot or swipe tag.  Don’t cop out by claiming you were blocked out on a play.  If you are actually blocked out, use the last information you have and make your call.  The two-umpire system is a system of angles and compromises.  Don’t ask your partner who may be 60 feet or more away from the play for help unless it is absolutely necessary.  

Try telling a questioning manager that you were on top of the play and that you don’t need help from your partner, who wasn’t nearly as close to the play.  Let your partner make calls within her area of responsibility and you cover plays in your area.  When asking for help, ask for help before making your call.  Don’t be easily stampeded to go for help after making a call.

When behind the plate, use proper mechanics that positions you in the slot between the batter and the catcher.  That way you’ll be better able to see a hit batter, a ball off the batter’s foot, batter’s interference and catcher’s obstruction.  As far as changing calls, umpire as much as possible as though you are working the game alone.
Here are six calls that demand cooperation between umpires.

1. The call of a “ball” on a checked swing may, on appeal from the defensive team, be changed to a strike if  the base umpire judges that the batter offered at the pitch.  Remember, only a ball call may be appealed to the base umpire; strikes cannot be transformed into balls.

2. The misapplication of a rule can and should be changed when the umpires decide they make an improper ruling. Correcting the ruling could avoid a protested game.

3. An opposite double call should be corrected.  If two umpires make opposite double calls on the same play, the umpires must decide who had primary responsibility for the call, who was in the best position to see the play and which call was most likely correct.  The call must be changed accordingly.  Be prepared to take some criticism after an opposite double call.
4. A swipe tag on the batter-runner at 1st when the base umpire is on the left side of the diamond.  If in doubt, the base umpire should point at and ask the plate umpire, before making a call, “Was there a tag?”  What the base umpire is doing is seeking additional information before announcing her decision.  That is good umpiring when the calling umpire is positioned on the opposite side of the field.  Technically, asking for help before announcing a decision is not changing a call.

5. A pulled foot by the 1st baseman when fielding a throw from an infielder following a ground ball when the base umpire is on the opposite side of the field.  When unsure, the base umpire should point at and ask the partner, “Was the foot on?”  The plate umpire will respond with, “Yes! The foot’s on!” or, “No! Off the base.”  The base umpire will then make the appropriate call.  Again, that’s not really changing a call.

6. A ball is dropped after a tag.  We’ve all done it.  You call a runner out but the ball is dropped.  Ideally, you’ll always be able to see the ball on a  play.  But if the calling umpire doesn’t see the dropped ball in a dirt-flying play, it’s OK for the partner (when asked) to give help on the call by assertively verbalizing, “Ball on the ground! The ball was dropped!”  However, that must be done with such assertiveness that everyone believes the call was correct.

The 3 Foot Lane
Whenever possible, plate umpires should follow the batter-runner to 1st base or at least look in that direction for a trouble play when they have responsibility at 3rd base or home.  The plate umpire will automatically call a 3 foot lane interference violation, obstruction or interference in that coverage area and will declare the ball dead.  The plate umpire is also responsible for a tag on the batter-runner for the 1st half of the distance to 1st base.  The plate umpire will reserve his opinion on a pulled foot or swipe tag until asked by the base umpire.  

It is much easier to reverse calls on a play when the ball becomes dead.  That’s obvious because all playing action ends with the dead ball.

PLAYS

1. B1 hits a long fly ball down the right-field line and the base umpire signals a home run.  However the catcher, the 1st baseman, he right fielder and the entire defensive team’s bench vociferously object to the decision. Ruling:  The base umpire, if unsure of the call, may ask the plate umpire’s opinion in a private conference, with no managers, coaches or players present.  The call may then be changed.  Also, if the plate umpire is 100 % sure the call is correct, the plate ump may hold a private discussin with the base umpire to compare notes.  However, it’s the base umpire’s decision as to whether the call is changed.  Avoid changing  calls that affect or could affect subsequent playing action.

2. R2 is on 2nd with 2 outs.  B1 hits a ground ball to F6.  The base umpire, from the left side of the infield, calls B1 out but B1 and the 1st base coach assertively claim that F3’s foot was off the bag.  The base umpire then asks for help regarding the pulled foot and the plate umpire announces that F3’s foot was indeed off the bag.  The defensive team loudly argues that the call shouldn’t be changed and that R2 advancing toward home should not be allowed to score.  The team at bat complains that R2 would have easily scored on the play had B1 not been originally called out.  Ruling:  The base umpire should have requested the plate umpire’s assistance before making the call.  That way, the players on both teams would have had to play according to the safe call rather than the changed call.
