SUSSEX SOCIETY OF RUGBY FOOTBALL UNION REFEREES
ANNUAL REVIEW OF THE SEASON 2020-21
At the end of last season our annual report recorded that it was “probably been the strangest and most
unusual in our history”. At that time, we recorded that we had settled down to the unusual situation
and hoped we would soon see the new normal. Little could we have imagined how long we might have
had to wait and, indeed, are still waiting…. In summary our 88 th season was definitely the strangest and
most unusual in our history in that, with a few exceptions, it did not exist at all.
The professional game resumed and finished its 2019-20 season, started, and completed the 2020-21
season and the six nations took place but for us in the community game there was very little rugby. The
RFU devised a Roadmap back to full activity but a series of lockdowns and setbacks in persuading the
government of the merits of mauls and scrummages in a world requiring us to control the virus, protect
the NHS and stay safe left very little community rugby. Prior to Christmas there were a handful of
games played under the Adapted Laws and in recent weeks there have been a few of these games
played, together with some sevens rugby. However, most of the game has simply paused and,
currently awaits an opportunity to restart in September as season 2021-22.
At the end of season 2019-20 we summarised where we were and pointed towards 2020-21. Because
that never happened, we are, except for matters that naturally come to an end or are no longer
appropriate, simply paused and almost everything can simply be carried forward into 2021-22 or
whenever we are ready to move on.
The Rugby Football Union Referees Union (RFRU), of which we are a member, has worked effectively as
a Constituent Body (CB) of the Rugby Football Union (RFU). As you might imagine, the workload of our
governing body and CB has not been what they might have anticipated and the RFU specifically has had
to adapt its strategic plans to accommodate living within the financial and other circumstances
prevailing. Workforce reductions, furlough, adaptions, and cutbacks have all been part of life as we
know it and rugby has been no different.
The RFRU strategic objectives are to build match official participation and ensure that rugby officiating
is for everyone. An RFRU priority continues to grow Young Match Officials and active female referees;
we made some limited progress in recruitment and Ben McNamara previously acted as mentor for our
female referees. Whilst we are aware that both groups remain issues for us, we will carry this activity
forward.
There will be some benefits from our learning during a global pandemic. Not least is the concept of
virtual meetings using ZOOM, MS Teams, and other media. Our use of this technology has changed the
way we communicate and our approach towards face-to-face meetings. Of course, there will be a need
to meet in person but where we can avoid unnecessary travel that will be a way forward; it’s not the
answer every time but it’s a tool in the box we may not have previously used.
Match Official Development
Our match officials have not all had the opportunity to carry out “normal activity” but there has been
some activity and because promotions and achievements will be carried forward it is worth reminding
ourselves of where we are and where we start from. Of note:
•
•
•

Phil Bowers is a member of the Panel of National Assistant Referees
Iain Mitchell is a National Panel Referee Coach and has had the opportunity to undertake
Performance Reviewing in the 2020-21 Championship season
Following promotion, Conor Boyle will referee alongside Toby Rowe on South East Group

•

Thirteen Sussex referees remain on the South East Federation Panel

Training and development
Aware we needed to re-invigorate and energise our training offer, we extended the training team to
include Paul Sheppard, Stewart Goodwin, Simon Musselwhite, Ben McNamara, Toby Rowe and Conor
Boyle. We have been able to keep in touch particularly through the use of pods of match officials using
Zoom and Teams. Through the RFU, a series of professionally delivered webinars were on offer.
Inevitably, there has not been much action recruiting new referees. We have had a few new members
and some interested enquirers, but difficulties in finding dates and filling RFU courses has removed
momentum and motivation for prospective referees. Three of our enquirers are YMO’s and they and all
those who have shown interest will be contacted again soon to gauge interest.
Sussex RFU
The Constituent Body (CB) under the Chairmanship of Gary Henderson, has continued its work within a
Board and Executive structure as well as continuing to provide opportunities for clubs to be involved.
Extensive work and support have been done with clubs to ensure their well- being was maintained
during the pandemic by bringing available knowledge, financial support and expertise to the game. It
has been estimated that £1.2M has been brought into Sussex Rugby through a combination of grants,
loans, rate relief, furlough and associated assistance. The hope is the game will be as strong if not
stronger post pandemic.
A cause of celebration is the elevation of David Sainsbury to Life Membership of Sussex RFU. As a
society we are well aware of David’s long, dedicated and deep commitment to match officiating over
many years including his current role as Immediate past President. This honour from the CB
acknowledges that, alongside his work with Sussex Schools RFU as an officer, coach and developer of
players over many years at The Weald School and across Sussex Rugby. It is a wonderful
acknowledgement of many years’ service by a talented, dedicated and committed man.
Congratulations, David!
Appointments
There has been no activity to speak of but as we move onto a new season it is worth reminding
ourselves of the strategic decision made regarding the publication of appointments. Rather than
publishing several weeks of appointments at the same time we will be publishing only one weeks’
appointments between one and two weeks in advance. There will be a draft schedule held by the
Appointments Secretary in conjunction with the Training officer for several weeks but by not publishing
this to referees there will be greater flexibility and less need to communicate changes. For the curious
as to how this will work…in a four- week month this will mean appointments for week three will be
issued during week one, appointments for week four will be issued during week two, appointments for
week one of the following month will be issued in week three and appointments for week two of the
following month will be issued during week four.
South East Group and South East Federation
These bodies exist to continue the development of referees, coaches and assessors. There has been no
on-field activity and officers have kept in touch with each other and developments throughout the
season. All officers and match officials appointed for season 2020-21 have been carried forward to
season 2021-22.
Safeguarding
Following his co-option onto the committee in December 2019 Richard Jones was elected to the
Executive Committee at our last AGM. With increased focus through the RFU and RFRU, safeguarding is
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now a key priority and Richard has been able to carry out work to update the DBS checking of our
referees. This has not been made easy by the restrictions imposed by Covid but is now an activity that
is firmly established. Any match official officiating at Age Grade Rugby must undergo a DBS check to
ensure compliance.
Richard has also started work liaising with clubs on safeguarding matters to make the clubs’ and our
members safeguarding a priority. Anyone with concerns must contact Richard at the earliest
opportunity.
Dinner
We were not able to have a dinner as planned in 2020 and in the intervening time Harry Leach has
followed up the work of David Sainsbury’s working party where a considerable amount of work was
undertaken in canvassing the thoughts of our membership as to what might be the future of this event
moving forward. It is not considered appropriate to organise a dinner in the traditional November spot
this year. The members have indicated a wish for and event to take place and Harry will have more to
say on this in due course. With our 90th anniversary approaching in 2022-23 it would be good to think
we can mark the occasion with an appropriate celebration.
Season 2021-22
Given the circumstances of the end to season 2019-20 and the non-event of season 2020-21, it is
appropriate to say something about the current thinking for restarting the game in season 2021-22.
There remains a six stage Return to Rugby Roadmap. We are currently at Stage D2, which allows for
contact fixtures with adapted laws – for community rugby, no scrums or mauls. The RFU awaits an
authorisation from government to proceed to full contact training and then onto matches. At the time
of writing, despite intentions nationally to move to Stage 4 of the government’s plans there is no
indication as to when rugby might receive the go-ahead. Nevertheless, given developments already
announced including the proposed removal of social distancing guideline on 19 th July, it is reasonable
to think such authorisation will be forthcoming, and plans are being made for a resumption of league
rugby in September.
When we do resume it may be with some of the global law trials in place most likely to include the goal
line drop out and the 22:50 rule. The height of the tackle and head on head contact will have a high
focus and in age grade rugby the height of the tackle in law has been lowered to below the armpit and
in the case of some trials will be lowered further still to waist height.
World Rugby aims to have a safer game with more space to play and greater speed.
The work of the RFU Adult Competition Review has now been concluded. Season 2021-22 will take
place using the league structures previously in place. However, in 2022-23 a revised structure will take
its place and will include several significant changes from Level 3 downwards. There will be an
additional Level 4 league at National Level and there will be Six level 5 leagues to replace the current
four. Feeder leagues will continue to exist at Level 6 and below, but the changes will see a great deal of
movement for clubs. The consequence for match officiating is that appointments for Level 3 and Level
will continue to be made by the RFU nationally, but appointments at Level 5 and below will return to
Societies meaning the likely demise of South East Group. Kent and Sussex Societies, who make up
South East Federation have agreed that we are likely to continue to use our existing mechanism to
appoint to the high levels under our jurisdiction (Probably Levels 5-6 and maybe 7) with other
appointments being made by the society.
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Final thanks and Conclusion
In a practically non-existent season in a much changed and uncertain world, for many, rugby has hardly
seemed important but as we move to whatever the future holds and whatever the new normal looks
like maybe we will come to know and love our game again.
Thank you to everyone who has sustained interest and whatever activity has been possible in any way.
We find ourselves living in highly unusual times when rugby may seem rather unimportant.
Nevertheless, we remain contextually optimistic that one day rugby will be played again. We may have
lost our 88th season but we remind ourselves that in the past season we have done a lot of things very
positively and we do have to be ready to move into our 89th season.
Iain Mitchell,
General Secretary

12th July 2021
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