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Between the Soccer Lines and the Coin Toss

A Referee’s Point of View

Many of you BBM readers have heard of my soccer past and passion. What you may
not know is that | have a few "Pet Peeves” and "Obsessions”™ about the game of Soccer,
aka Football.

| was six years old and a child of Kitat Ofer when | played My first “official” match
against Kita Alef of Ayelet Ha'sha'char. The location of this encounter was the runway
at Ma'cha'na’im Airport. Mo lines, no grass, no goals with nets, no corner flags, no
referee (though our Meta'pelet could have acted as one - my memory fails me). Again,
if | recall correctly, we won 5-2, and Yigal Ben-Chaim scored 3 or 4 of those goals.

Later as a child aged 10-12, | played many games in England on what | would refer to
as "Perfectly Manicured” Park Football Pitches. Then, as a teenager, | played for
Hapoel Kfar Hanassi, on a partially grassed pitch that today is long gone from the
landscape of KH. Later, and as a young adult, | also played with Hapoel Zefat in their
new and gigantic stadium. At the time | was considered a Semi Professional player,
only because they paid me roughly 10 NIS per day that | was training and playing
games for them to cover some meals and petrol. To this day | feel a little guilty for not
reporting that income to the powers at be of KH.

As an older adult, aged 25-57, | played in various College, Amateur and Co-Ed level
teams in the US. In all three countries | played on regular size pitches with Goals,
Flags and all the appropriate Lines marking the pitch. The peint being that throughout
my soccer career | was only exposed to the lines of a soccer pitch.

All that changed 13 years ago when | began refereeing High School Soccer in Ohio and
more recently also in Florida, where games are played on Multi-Purpose Sports Fields
with Astro Turf. Typically, these fields are marked for American Football, Soccer,
Lacrosse, Hockey and Ultimate Frisby, and each sport is marked in a different color.
American football is always White, but all the other sports differ in color depending on
the High School the game is being played. If | had to play on these fields, | would be
blinded by all these lines and colors.

Traditionally, the Coin Toss Ceremony of any Soccer Match, whether kids, High Schoaol,
College, Professional or World Cup, is a very dry and straight forward affair. The
visiting captain selects a side of the coin, which the referee tosses in the air and if

Continued on next page
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he/she wins they choose either to kick-off or which goal to defend the first half. Then we
all shake hands (or bump fists) and that is it!

However, at the High School level in the USA, they want us to emphasize
Sportsmanship and Fair Play. One of the statements they want us use is “The Soccer
Field is an extension of the classroom, what you can or can't do or say in the
classroom, also applies here”. Four letter words and other foul or abusive language are
strictly unacceptable.

We tell the players that we are here to enforce the “Laws of the Game”, and in addition
to help them have fun playing it. To that end | make it a habit of playing a little trivia
during the coin toss with the captains and coaches of the playing teams to spice things
up a little and emphasize the fun in this game. | tell them that that my biggest "Pet
Peeve” with High School Soccer is that they make us play on a field with so many
FREAKING lines and colors! Usually, | get a chuckle out of the girls, but the boys and
their Testosterone filled bodies are all anticipating a battle, and don't think this is very
funny.

| ask the Visiting team what color the soccer lines are on this field and have the home
team confirm their answer, and, how many lines we actually have. Some of them dare
to guess, but no one to date has gotten close to the correct answer. In fact, there are
24 lines on the pitch. | told you | was obsessed with this. | then compare that with the
number of lines we have marking the American Football field, close to 400, and that is
not counting the school logo and name of the stadium also decorating the field.

Finally, it's time for some serious stuff and we talk about soccer fouls, yellow or red
cards that follow, and so on, also emphasizing again Sportsmanship, Fair Play and how
it is manifested during the game. Then lastly, the actual coin toss (described earlier).

In summary, the same lines marking a soccer pitch have been with us for almost 150
years and will probably stay with us for the next 150 years. However, decisions
regarding encroachment of these lines by players and the ball are already being
decided by cameras and computers (VAR — an entirely different topic for another time),
rather than us human referees. | suspect the coin toss ceremony may change as well
with virtual technologies invading our “simple game”l

It certainly has been a fascinating journey but by no means is it over. | am hoping for at
least 3 to 4 more years, so long as my health allows it. Though | know that if it was to
be over, my dad would say that | had a good inning”.

Thank you Shmulik Epstein
May your pen never run dry!
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