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RUGBY FOOTBALL UNION 

DISCIPLINARY PANEL 

JUDGMENT 

 

School:    Leicester Grammar School (“LGS”) 

Panel:    Matthew Weaver (Chairman), David Warner and John Murphy 

Secretary:   Rebecca Morgan 

 

HEARING 

Date:    20 January 2010 

Venue:    Doubletree Hilton, Coventry 

Attending:   John Watson (LGS) 

    Phil Reeves (LGS) 

    David Barnes (RFU) 

    Ryan Oakes (Langley School) (“Langley”) 

     

THE APPEAL 

 

1. By a decision of the Disputes Committee (“the Committee”) on 19th December 2019 (“the Decision”), LGS 

was removed from the U18s School Vase competition for a breach of the half game rule as set out in 

Regulation 15 (“the Half Game Rule”) in a quarter final match against Langley played on 3rd December 2019 

at LGS. 

 

2. The Committee concluded that an LGS player,  got onto the pitch in the 38th minute (some 3 

minutes after half-time) and, as such, LGS breached the Half Game Rule by failing to give  the opportunity 

to play half of the game (of 70 minutes duration) against Langley.     

 

3. Having concluded that LGS breached the Half Game Rule, the Committee imposed the sanction identified in 

the Sanction Table produced by the RFU (“the Sanction Table”), namely removal from the competition. 

 

4. Below is the judgment of the Panel.  The Panel considered all documents provided to it and heard and 

considered submissions from LGS, Langley and the RFU.  Whilst not all matters are set out below, this should 

not be taken to indicate that the Panel disregarded any matters set out in writing or submitted orally. 
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THE DECISION 

 

5. The Panel determined that LGS had not established that the Decision was a decision to which no reasonable 

body could have come and nor was it an error of law.  Further, the Panel concluded that the Committee did 

not act unfairly in a procedural sense and that the sanction imposed was not so excessive as to be 

unreasonable.  

 

6. As such, the Appeal is dismissed and the Decision stands. 

 

THE RELEVANT TEST FOR THE APPEAL 

 

7. The Appeal is brought pursuant to Regulation 19, specifically regulation 19.14(a).  The relevant test for the 

Panel is whether (a) the Committee came to a decision to which no reasonable body could have come (b) the 

Committee made an error of law in reaching its decision (c) the Committee failed to act fairly in a procedural 

sense or (d) the sanction imposed was so excessive as to be unreasonable. 

 

THE RELEVANT RULES AND REGULATIONS 

 

8. The U18s School Vase competition is governed by the National Schools Cup Competitions Regulations 2019-

20 which provide, inter alia, that: 

a. U18 matches will be 35 minutes each way.  Half-time will be 5 minutes, with both teams staying on 

the Field of Play (regulation G.4); 

b. The Half Game Rule will apply to all matches in the Competition in accordance with RFU Regulation 

15.12.  Suspected breaches of this regulation will be referred to the Disputes Committee in 

accordance with the process outlined in Regulation 9.2 (regulation 3.5); 

c.  Subject to the right of appeal in accordance with RFU Regulation 19, the Disputes Committee shall 

have the power to discipline any Entrant or person for breach of any of these Regulations and/or any 

RFU Regulations. Ignorance of any such regulations cannot be deemed an excuse in the event of 

breach (regulation 9.1); 

d. Any matters alleged to be in breach of these Regulations and/or RFU Regulations shall be referred 

immediately to the Disputes Committee; c/o the Competition Organiser within 24 hours following the 

conclusion of a match. Written confirmation must be sent to the Competition Organiser within 48 

hours of the conclusion of the match setting out the grounds of the complaint/breach in full (regulation 

9.2); 
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e. Should an Entrant or other party who is involved in the proceedings wish to appeal a decision of the 

Disputes Committee, that party shall have a right to appeal in accordance with this Regulation 11 

(regulation 11.1); and 

f. In all Competition matches participating teams may record matches for the purpose of analysis and 

non-commercial purposes only. Any team wishing to record a match using television or any audio-

visual or electronic media must obtain the permission of both participating teams prior to the match 

(regulation 12.2). 

 

9. Regulation 15 provides, inter alia, that: 

a. Other than set out in Regulation 15.12.2, all clubs, teams, schools and colleges must ensure that 

each player selected in every match day squad plays at least half of the Available Playing Time. This 

requirement is mandatory across the entire age grade game and in respect of all contact and non-

contact age grade matches, including 7 a-side matches and festivals/tournament matches (regulation 

15.12.1); 

b. ‘Available Playing Time’ means the total amount of playing time available to a team on any particular 

day. Where a team is participating in multiple matches in one day, the total available playing time will 

be the total number of minutes across all matches played by the team on that day; and in all cases 

(a) includes playing time spent off the pitch due to a temporary injury or yellow card and (b) excludes 

playing time that would have been available had a match not be abandoned or shortened due to bona 

fide reasons or in accordance with Regulation 15.11.3 (regulation 15.12.3); and 

c. Regulation 15.12.1 will not apply in the event that a player is permanently removed from the match: 

(a) due to an injury incurred during the match; 

(b) as a result of a bona fide risk of injury; or 

(c) as a result of a red card or in the event of the referee requesting that a player be permanently 

removed from the match. 

 

10. The RFU has published the Sanction Table in respect of the Half Game Rule which sets the sanction for a 

breach of the Half Game Rule in a cup competition as removal of the team from the competition.  Attached to 

the Sanction Table is a list of frequently asked questions in which, inter alia, the RFU confirms that “the 

sanction table sets out the entry point, it will be for each CB to decide on the potential mitigating and 

aggravating factors” and that “it should be recognised that this is the first season of the regulation and best to 

adopt a common-sense approach to the sanctioning process”. 
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THE FACTS 

 

11. During the match between LGS and Langley, LGS’ match day squad contained three substitutes,  

 and   LGS made the following changes to their starting XV: 

a.  was brought on in the 38th minute (3 minutes after half-time) and came off, injured, in the 70th + 

3 minute; 

b.  was brought on in the 4th minute, came off in the 8th minutes, was brought back on in the 48th 

minute, came off, injured, in the 65th minute and was brought on in the 70th + 4 minute; and  

c. , having been injured in the warm up, was brought on in the 70th + 3 minute. 

 

12. The match itself had a number of injuries in it and eventually ended in the 70th + 9 minute.  It was accepted by 

all parties that  left the pitch with a genuine injury, that   

 and  was genuinely injured in the warm up (albeit, Langley did not know 

that at the time). 

 

13. The timings set out above, whilst based upon video footage provided by Langley which is not accepted by 

LGS as being wholly accurate and which, LGS alleges, was taken without the requisite permission, are not 

genuinely contested.  

 

14. Langley were leading 19-7 at half time but LGS eventually won the game 27-19.  Following the game, Langley 

complained that LGS had breached the Half Game Rule.  The initial complaint was based on  only playing 

for several minutes at the end of the game.  Once the situation with  was resolved, the Committee looked 

at the information available and concluded that  (ignoring the time spent off the pitch for his injury, as 

Regulation 15 provides) had not played sufficient time to meet the requirements of the Half Game Rule. 

 

15. Following the Committee’s decision, the RFU made further enquiries of both LGS and Langley and observed 

that in addition to  position,  did not appear to have played one-half of the match. 

 

LGS’ APPEAL 

 

16. LGS appeal against the Decision on the basis that: 

a. There was no breach of the Half Game Rule on the basis that, so far as LGS understood Regulation 

15, it requires players to play at least one-half of the Available Playing Time which should include 

additional time for injury (referred to in the appeal a “injury time”); 
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b. The situation regarding  should be ignored as the Committee did not consider it or make any 

findings in respect of it; 

c. Even if there was a breach, the sanction imposed was excessive and, therefore, unreasonable; and 

d. There was procedural unfairness on the part of the RFU in investigating the complaint. 

 

17. LGS submitted that it took the Half Game Rule seriously and did not employ a “win at all costs” attitude.  It had 

never experienced problems with the Half Game Rule in any of the 96 other matches it has played this season 

and understood that the rule did not require precise timings or records of substitutions but, rather, was intended 

to be carried out in a more ‘rough and ready’ manner.  LGS interpreted Regulation 15 as including all additional 

time played for injuries and other stoppages within the “Available Playing Time” so as to extend the time of the 

match from the time set out within regulations to the actual time spent on the pitch (including all stoppages). 

 

18. LGS stated that requiring coaches to record precise timings of substitutions was not within the spirit of rugby 

and placed an undue burden on coaches and was unworkable. 

 

19. Further, LGS observed that nothing in Regulation 15 expressly prohibited substitutes being introduced in the 

second half of matches and that it cannot be the RFU’s intention to make half-time substitutions compulsory. 

 

20. Even if there was a breach, LGS maintains that the sanction imposed is too severe for what was an 

unintentional error rather than a deliberate attempt to circumvent the regulations.   

 

21. As to process, LGS complains that in an e-mail on 13th January 2020, the RFU confirmed that investigations 

into the timings of the substitutions had been undertaken and, in circumstances where the complaint 

concerned , the RFU, through Filipe Saldanha, confirmed that the timings “look fine under the regulations”.  

To now raise issues with both  and  amounts to procedural unfairness.   

 

RFU’s SUBMISSIONS 

 

22. The RFU sought to uphold the Committee’s decision on the simple basis that “Available Playing Time” means 

the playing time provided for in the Regulations (in this case, 70 minutes).  In the present case, neither  nor 

 were able to play one-half of the match and, as such, LGS was in breach. 

 

23. The RFU submitted that the Half Game Rule was created in the interests of children playing rugby and that 

the Committee, having correctly found a breach, followed the Sanction Table correctly.  As to the alleged 



 6 

draconian nature of the sanction, the RFU identified that in a knockout cup competition, such as this, no other 

sanction was likely to be appropriate or to deter teams from breaching the regulation. 

 

LANGLEY’S SUBMISSIONS 

 

24. Langley’s submissions largely concerned whether they believed that they had permission to video the match 

(which is not a matter this Panel needs to determine and, as such, is not addressed in this judgment) and also 

identified, correctly, that in rugby there is no such thing as injury time.  When injuries occur and the match is 

stopped, the clock is stopped and restarted when play resumes.  As such, a match does not exceed the 70 

minute playing team (save for where the 70 minutes expires whilst the ball remains in play, in which case the 

game does not end until a stoppage in play occurs).  Langley agree with the RFU’s interpretation that the 

“Available Playing Time” is the 70 minutes of the match and not any further time for stoppages. 

 

FINDINGS, CONCLUSION & 

DECISION OF THE PANEL 

 

25. As to whether there has been a breach of the Half Game Rule, the issue as to what is and is not included 

within “Available Playing Time” has to be resolved.  Having considered the matter, the Panel concludes that 

“Available Playing Time” is a reference to the identified playing time for the match in question (in this case, 

two halves of 35 minutes each) as set out in the RFU Regulations or any competition specific regulations and 

does not include any additional time played for injuries or other stoppages (or, indeed, additional time played 

at the end of each half of the game whilst the ball remains in play).   

 

26. The Panel’s decision in this regard is based on the following factors: 

a. Firstly, Regulation 15 refers to players having to play one-half of the “Available Playing Time” 

(emphasis added).  Giving this a plain English interpretation, this cannot include time which passes 

whilst the game is stopped (whether for injury or other reason) as this is not playing time.  The reason 

why referees stop the clock during a game for injuries and other stoppages is precisely so that the 

playing time of the match is not reduced below the regulated duration (i.e. time incurred through 

treating injuries when the game is stopped is not allowed to eat into the playing time); 

b. Secondly, the intention behind the Half Game Rule was to ensure that all players enjoyed at least 

one-half of the playing time in a match.  To refer to non-playing time and to simply ensure that players 

received one-half of all time (playing and non-playing) does not necessarily achieve the intention.  
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Only by making sure that players play for one-half of the playing time will the intention behind the rule 

be met; 

c. Thirdly, on a practical level, there is no way of knowing how long a half will actually last (including 

non-playing time when the clock is stopped).  This being so, it is not clear how any team could properly 

ensure that all players received one-half of the available time if this is a “moving feast” and impossible 

to predict in advance.  By way of example, if the clock is stopped for 10 minutes in the first half for an 

injury but is not stopped at all in the second half, LGS’ interpretation of “Available Playing Time” would 

give a total of 80 minutes.  If all substitutions were made at half-time (as every party accepted would 

be the easiest way to ensure compliance with the Half Game Rule) those players taken off at half-

time will have played 45 minutes, and those brought on at half-time will have played 35 minutes.  This 

being so, those brought on at half-time will not have played one-half of the 80 minutes.  This does 

not seem sensible; 

d. Fourthly, and again on a practical level, if the “Available Playing Time” is to include time when the 

clock is stopped (as LGS submits), if the second half has more stoppages than the first half (say, for 

example, the first half lasts 35 minutes and the second half lasts 45 minutes), those players taken off 

at half time will not, as it transpires, have played sufficient time to amount to one-half of the total time.  

This does not seem sensible. 

 

27. Given the above, the Panel is content that the “Available Playing Time” here was 70 minutes and, as such, all 

players were required to play at least 35 minutes.   played (ignoring his injury) 32 minutes (from the 38th 

minute to the 70th minute).  As such, by failing to ensure that  played at least 35 minutes, LGS were in 

breach of the Half Game Rule. 

 

28. LGS complains of procedural unfairness.  The complaint is in respect of the RFU appearing to confirm in an 

e-mail that LGS’ substitutions were “fine” under the regulations.  The Panel do not consider that this amounts 

to procedural unfairness so as to undermine the Decision.  Whilst the e-mail from the RFU does suggest that 

the substitutions are “fine”, there is no suggestion that LGS considered the matter to be at an end at this stage 

and understood, as was the case, that the decision on the appropriateness of substitutions was for the 

Committee to decide and not for the RFU.  As such, any view the RFU may have formed during the 

investigation did not bind the Committee or influence the Decision so cannot properly be said to be unfair.  

There is no suggestion that the Committee caused any procedural unfairness. 
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29. Having concluded that the Decision was not unreasonable in finding a breach of the Half Game Rule, the 

Panel considered the sanction imposed and whether, as LGS submits, it was so excessive as to be 

unreasonable. 

 

30. The Sanction Table states that the entry point sanction for a breach within a cup competition is removal from 

the competition.  The Committee applied this sanction.  Whilst it is correct to observe that the Sanction Table 

is expressly stated to refer to entry points for sanction (requiring mitigation or aggravation as appropriate) and 

encourages “common sense” in their application, the Panel do not consider that the sanction imposed can be 

said to be so excessive as to be unreasonable for the following reasons: 

a. The Committee’s discretion as to sanction is restricted by the Sanction Table.  Unlike outside of cup 

competitions, the Sanction Table does not afford the Committee a range of sanctions but provides 

for one sanction; 

b. The Committee does not appear to have given any thought to mitigation (or, at least, does not record 

that it did consider the same).  That said, it is difficult to see on what basis any mitigation on the part 

of LGS would reduce the sanction to something less than exclusion from the competition.  LGS would 

almost certainly submit that it has a clean record in terms of breaches of regulations and the Panel 

accepted LGS’ submissions that it did not intend to breach the Half Game Rule and the breach found 

by the Committee was relatively minor  being 3 minutes short of the required playing time).  

However, when considering mitigation, the Committee would be required to consider, inter alia, 

whether LGS admitted the breach of regulations (which it did not – maintaining that there was no 

breach) and whether there were other instances of breach.  To this end, whilst not part of the Decision, 

the Panel consider that LGS further breached the Half Game Rule by failing to ensure that  played 

for at least 35 minutes.   played 4 minutes in the first half and, ignoring his injury, a further 22 

minutes in the second half (from the 48th minute to the 70th minute).  As such,  did not play the 

minimum 35 minutes as required under the Half Game Rule, being 9 minutes short.  Given these 

matters, the Panel cannot safely conclude that the Committee ought to have reduced the sanction on 

the grounds of mitigation and, as such, cannot conclude that the lack of any reduction renders the 

sanction so excessive as to be unreasonable; 

c. Further, the Panel considered that it was important to bear in mind the purpose of the Half Game 

Rule (to ensure that all players played at least one-half of the playing time); the fact that compliance 

with the rule was mandatory; the fact that all schools and clubs had been made aware of the need to 

comply with the rule; the fact that within a cup competition, a lower sanction is unlikely to do justice 

to a breach of the rule; and the fact that any rule which needs to be complied with must, as a matter 



9 

of logic, have sufficient “teeth” in respect of the sanction so as to encourage compliance.  In all of 

those circumstances, the sanction cannot be seen as so excessive as to be unreasonable.    

31. Whilst the Panel accepts that it is possible that a different committee might have considered a different sanction 

appropriate, it cannot be said that the Decision was so excessive as to be unreasonable and, as such, the

appeal must fail.

SUGGESTION 

32. The Panel have concluded that “Available Playing Time” within the meaning of Regulation 15 is limited to the

playing time as set out within the RFU Regulations or within any competition specific regulations.  It does not

take into account any time during which the match clock is stopped for injuries or other stoppages.  As such,

the Half Game Rule requires every player to play at least one-half of the nominated playing time as set out in

the RFU Regulations or any competition specific regulations.  This does not, of course, mandate that every

team has to make all of its substitutions at half-time but does require every team to make its substitutions at a

time or times when the players will have sufficient time to complete one-half of the game ignoring any

stoppages of any type.

33. Whilst the Panel does not have (or indeed claim) any influence over the RFU, it is the Panel’s considered view

that it would be helpful to schools and rugby clubs if the RFU was to communicate with all schools and clubs,

clarifying that “Available Playing Team” means the time allocated to the particular match (or matches) by the

RFU Regulations, any competition specific competition or by the coaches of the teams (should they decide to

play a shortened match) and that any stoppages which may occur during a match are not to be taken into

account when calculating the Available Playing Time (i.e. if a match is 70 minutes long, the Available Playing

Time is 70 minutes and the minimum playing time for each player to comply with the Half Game Rule is 35

minutes).

Matthew Weaver 

Chairman 

21 January 2020 



RFU HALF GAME RULE 2019/20 – SANCTION TABLE 

Classification 
of Breach 

Description of 
Classification 

Sanction 

Warning The first instance in the 
current season that at 
least 1 player has not 
played half a game  

Warning issued to the Club and Coach/ person 
responsible for the team.  

Requirement to keep accurate records for all 
future Age-grade matches. 

Warning recorded by the CBAGDS. 
Low Level 
Breach 

The second instance in 
the current season that 
at least 1 player has not 
played half a game 

Formal warning issued to the Club and Coach/ 
person responsible for the team.  

Suspension of the coach/ person responsible 
for the team. (possibly suspended) 

Warning recorded by the CBAGDS. 
NAGDS notified. 

Mid-Level 
Breach 

The third instance in 
the current season that 
at least 1 player has not 
played half a game 

Suspension of the Coach/ person responsible 
for the team. 

Points deducted from the 1st Team (possibly 
suspended) 

Age Grade Rugby Manager Notified 

Top End 
Breach 

The 4th instance in the 
current season that at 
least 1 player has not 
played half a game. 

Evidence that a coach/ 
person responsible 
have deliberately 
colluded with the other 
team to not play 
players for at least half 
a game 

Suspension of the coach/ person responsible 
for the team 

Points deducted from the 1st Team equating to 
4 wins. 

RFU Discipline Department notified 

Cup 
competition 
Breach 

At least 1 player does 
not play at least a half 
of a match in a knock 
out cup competition. 

If the team won the match, team removed from 
the Cup competition for the current season. 

If the team lost the match, sanction guidelines 
aggravated by at least 1 level.  

RFU Age Grade Rugby Manager Notified 
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