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Abstract
This paper investigates the need for the introduction of the sin bin in representative rugby.
The world has just watched the major showpiece of world rugby, Rugby World Cup 1999.
Players, coaches, administrators and the public have expressed their disappointment in the
dullness of a number of the matches and the lack of tries. The major cause of this has been
willful infringements of the Laws of the Game. It is crucial that Rugby’s major administrators
introduce the sin bin in order to send the message that the game will not tolerate players who
refuse to play within the Laws. Only then will the Laws support those teams that choose to
abide by them. The introduction of the sin bin into Super 12 rugby has proven a tremendous
success as an intermediary form of discipline and has resulted in players being conditioned
not to infringe. The major objective for the future is consistent interpretation. The
implementation of a Crimes Act has increased the referees’ ability to achieve this objective.
Section 1 – The Sin Bin in Australia
The Sin Bin in Australia has two major purposes. Firstly it serves as an intermediary penalty
between a penalty kick and a send-off thereby replacing the old caution and last warning,
which tended to be less effective. Secondly the Australian Rugby Union is keen to ensure
that the game in Australia is played within the Laws of the Game. This refers not only to foul
play but also to those players who deliberately or repeatedly infringe the laws.
The Sin Bin has been used in a limited number of countries throughout the world at various
stages. Most places had introduced it as a method of allowing players to cool off when they
had got out of hand. In Australia, the ACTRU was the first to introduce the Sin Bin around
fifteen years ago. NSWRU resisted the temptation to introduce it as there was much
opposition from many leading referees and officials who felt that it was opting out of law. In
the early part of this decade, NSWRU decided to adopt it as a management tool for referees.
It was used for a number of years for the one-on-one punching scenario and for willful and
repeated infringements.
1997 saw its introduction into representative football when SANZAR were given a
dispensation to use it in the Super 12 competition and Tri-Nation series. I understand its use
was quite controversial because of inconsistency in referee interpretation. It was particularly
evident that the referees from the three nations had different opinions on its purpose. Since it
was not being used for minor foul play (i.e. caution offences), many people felt it was
ridiculous that a player who committed an act of foul play was left on the field whereas a
player who had deliberately infringed at the breakdown was off the field for ten minutes. This
gave the public the wrong impression that professional fouls were more serious than foul play.
Subsequently, the last two seasons have seen the development and introduction of a Crimes
Act (attached) by SANZAR. The Crimes Act has had two major implications on the game.
Firstly minor foul play is now treated on the same level as willful and repeated infringements.
Any player who is given a yellow card (or caution) must be sent to the sin bin for ten minutes.
The second major implication of the Crimes Act has been its objective to provide consistency
in the use of the sin bin. This document defines the appropriate penalty for players who
commit offences under Law 26. As a result, Super 12 and Club Football have seen the
maximum benefits of the sin bin in the past two seasons. It is interesting to note that there
has been considerable use of the sin bin in Super 12 rugby under the guidelines of the
Crimes Act but there have been no offences which referees determined were sin bin offences
in the Tri-Nations Series since 1997.

Section 2 – The Benefits of the Sin Bin
In this section, I will discuss why we need a sin bin and what has been the outcome of its use.
The main need for the sin bin is to ensure that players who play the game outside of the laws
are suitably punished. The outcome of its use provides much argument for its need. The
main problem with the caution offence is that a player who is cautioned and does not further
infringe has only given away a penalty and received a stern talking to. Subsequently the
player will not deem it necessary to address that part of his game.
Everyone will agree that safety is a major requirement for the game to prosper in the modern
era. In the majority of cases, referees and disciplinary committees deal appropriately with
major incidents of foul play through send-offs and in some cases, lengthy suspensions are
handed down. It is the caution offences that the game can also do without e.g. dangerous
tackles, punching and rucking players away from the ball. Without the sin bin, it is possible
for players to repeatedly engage in these offences through a season without much
repercussion. It is interesting to note that following the introduction of the sin bin for foul play
in club football in 1998, this season we saw a marked drop in the number of players who
engaged in one-on-one punching incidents.
Many people feel that there is a strong case for its use for foul play management but they do
not agree that it should also be used for willful and repeated infringements. I believe that its
use is even more crucial for these infringements. My reasoning for this is that even though
safety is one of our utmost priorities, I feel that these professional fouls as they are often
called, have the greater impact on the style of game and even the result. There is much
frustration when a team or even an individual player continually infringes. I think the greatest
travesty is when a team is in a strong attacking position and the opposition deliberately
infringes so that a try will not be scored. A penalty try can be awarded sometimes but in the
majority of cases, this is not possible. If a player is dismissed from the field for ten minutes
for these offences, the Super 12 has shown that a try is usually conceded while the team is a
man short. The outcome of this is that players will think twice before committing these
infringements and hopefully try to prevent the try through actions within the law.
Subsequently there will be less foul play and professional fouls as the penalty is harsh and
immediate and the ratio of tries to penalty goals will increase leading to a much better game
to play and to watch. I believe that it will ensure that the best team will win the match as its
scoring opportunities have not been thwarted by play outside of the Laws.
Section 3 – Referee / Player / Coach / Press Perspective
My recent discussions with referees have found unanimous support for the sin bin as a
management tool for referees. Even those who were originally against it have changed their
minds and support the notion of a sin bin in rugby. Most felt that they do not use it enough.
They felt that there were times when they were analysing their own performance that they
should have used the sin bin for a particular offence or even at a certain time within the game.
At the end of the 1998 Super 12 season, an exercise was done where all incidents that had
resulted in a sin bin where analysed to see whether it was felt that that was the appropriate
penalty. I understand that there was consensus for most incidents. Nevertheless they
concluded that there were many other incidents where the sin bin should have been used and
this inconsistency is the challenge for the future.
The referees felt that one of the most crucial aspects of the use of the sin bin was that it was
used correctly. They felt that sometimes it was used as a soft alternative to sending a player
from the field. I would agree that it is crucial that the sin bin is not used in these situations
when a player has committed a more serious offence under Law 26.
At the start of this year, there was much debate about having a five minute sin bin for
‘professional fouls’ and ten minutes for ‘foul play’. The major issues with this are that
additional definition between the types of infringement is required and that professional fouls
have just as serious an impact on the game. For these reasons, I would still be in favour of a
ten minute period for the sin bin.

The coaches I spoke with did not have a uniform opinion on the use of the sin bin. All felt that
it was a necessary part of the game. Most coaches believed that the biggest problem was
that not all current yellow card offences warranted a player being sent from the field for a
period of ten minutes. The most common examples of this were repeated infringements and
one-on-one punching incidents. Nevertheless they agreed that there would be definitional
problems in trying to order the severity of offences. Some coaches and referees felt that the
Crimes Act with its defined penalties took away flexibility and judgement from the referee
despite its objective to provide consistency.
It is becoming clearly evident that the press and the public are becoming frustrated with slow,
high stoppage games. The non-existence of the sin bin is not the only reason that these type
of matches eventuate. I realise that the press likes to sensationalise issues but at the same
time they often express the opinions of the average spectator. In a recent article by Paul
Ackford (ex England International lock), he was very critical of several teams in the World Cup
for their highly negative tactics. He referred to it as ‘deliberate, pre-meditated cheating.’ He
felt that until a referee had the guts to send a player off, the new era of professionalism would
be the era of the profession foul. He also stated that this has not been helped by the failure to
introduce the sin bin.
Section 4 – Representative Football’s Need for the Sin Bin
In my opinion, the game at the representative level is in desperate need of the introduction of
the sin bin. Numerous test matches this year have been marred by profession fouls and
repeated infringes. The World Cup suffered from the same affliction. Tries have become a
precious commodity as penalty goals and field goals dominate the scoring. In fact, an
incredibly high percentage of the pool matches at the 1999 Rugby World Cup have had at
least one penalty try awarded as players will currently do whatever it takes to prevent a try.
There has become too great a divide between a penalty and a send off. This has become
particularly evident at a tournament like RWC 1999 as a caution or yellow card is currently
serving a very limited purpose or in fact none where a player may only play one game.
In test matches involving Australia this year, there were a number of games that displayed the
need for the Sin Bin. When Ireland toured Australia earlier in the year, they repeatedly
infringed and Andre Watson issued three yellow cards for professional fouls and repeated
infringements in the first test match. The yellow cards achieved nothing as further
infringements were not prevented and negative tactics detrimentally affected the game.
Australia was the guilty party when they traveled to New Zealand for the Tri-Nations test.
Andrew Mehrtens kicked 9 penalty goals, which tied the world record set earlier in the year in
the Pacific Rim Championship. The World Cup has experienced the same issues. Many of
the closely contested matches have finished with two tries or less but in some cases more
than ten penalty goals.
The New Zealand versus France RWC semi-final provided a perfect example of the need for
the sin bin. In the early stages of the first half, Jeff Wilson made a break and was tackled by
the French fullback, Xavier Garbajosa. A try to New Zealand would probably have resulted if
the ball had been made available from the tackle situation but Garbajosa refused to roll away
from the ball. He was penalised and yellow carded and three points were scored. A couple of
minutes later, Christophe Dominici made a break and New Zealand was under great
pressure. New Zealand could have killed the ball but fear of the sin bin has conditioned them
not to deliberately infringe and subsequently Christophe Lamaison was provided the
opportunity to score seven points. The game will be continually spoiled by these actions
while teams who engage in negative tactics are encouraged to do so by the Laws. It is time
that the test match arena followed the example that the Super 12 has shown. There is no
doubt that willful and repeated infringements have been reduced as the Sin Bin’s effect as a
penalty is harsh and immediate.
The suspension of several players at the World Cup for punching has received much
criticism. I do not feel that the referees have agreed with this stance as not a single player
has been sent from the field for a standard punching incident as opposed to hitting a man

from behind or using the forearm or elbow. Nevertheless, I am not condoning punching on
the field whether it is retaliatory or not. Instead it would be better dealt with if the player was
sent from the field temporarily and issued a caution. In the Super 12 and Club football in
Sydney, NSW, the Crimes Act has not eliminated fighting but it has severely reduced it.
To reinforce this strategy, it is crucial that an administrative database is established to ensure
that repeat offenders are dealt with. I would recommend that any player who is sin binned
three times in a two year period be required to face a judiciary hearing with the strong
likelihood of a suspension to follow. At the Club level, a similar stance should be taken with
three time offenders facing the judiciary.

