Issue 39

Risky Business –
the implications of
the Voller decision

PLUS

Golf Australia and
People with disability
NSC 2022 Launch:
A Blueprint for the
Next Decade

Play by the Rules and
Sport Integrity Australia
courses in one place

Global Resistance to Referee
Abuse: The Referee Forum

Play it Fair Online

SAFE FAIR INCLUSIVE SPORT

Play By The Rules | Magazine Issue 39

1

CONTENTS
2 State/territory
Play by the Rules contacts
3 The Editor
Business - the implications
4 Risky
of the Voller decision
6

NSC 2022: A Blueprint for
the Next Decade

8
10 Play it fair online
Resistance to referee
13 Global
abuse: The Referee Forum (U.K.)
Golf Australia and
People with disability

2

26

Subscribe to Play by the Rules
Back issues
Share and spread the word

27

Play by the Rules and
Sport Integrity Australia
courses in one place

State/ Territory
Contacts Calendar

Play By The Rules | Magazine Issue 39

THE EDITOR
As we move into 2022 – we can now reflect back
on just what a strange year or two it’s been – fires,
pandemics, tsunamis, earthquakes and floods – all
impacting the way we go about life and the way we
as humans create connection – and how much we
miss that connection when its not there.
As well as the challenges, there have also been
some amazing stories of community spirit, teams
working together – and an Olympics, Paralympics,
Winter Olympics and Winter Paralympics all in the
same period with some incredible success stories.
There is always plenty of inspiration out there to
show just what humans can do when they work
together and how great connection is when we’re all
finally allowed back out and about.
It has however been a tough time for community
clubs and for families – and we don’t underestimate
the impact on health, wellbeing, mental health and
finances in dealing with all of the challenges of the
past few years.
On a personal level if you are struggling with
mental health and wellbeing – please access
Lifeline services and resources via - Mental Health
(lifeline.org.au) or via the PBTR Mental Health and
Wellbeing page - Mental Health and Wellbeing Play by the Rules - Making Sport inclusive, safe
and fair and don’t be afraid to reach out and talk to
someone in your club, team or family.
Equally if you are in a position to donate to Lifeline,
your generous donation will help to provide support
to Australians that may be in need of this vital

community resource - Lifeline Australia : Play by the
Rules. This has been a tough time for everyone –
and no one should every be afraid to reach out and
ask for help or support.
Going forwards we want to make sure PBTR
provides the types of information and content
that you need to help your club run more smoothly
and that helps create the type of welcoming
environment that attracts and retains new
members to keep you and your teammates and club
strong and connected.
If you have any ideas or comments about how
we can make the website or resources more
accessible, inclusive or simple and user friendly
– please do get in touch and let us know as we’re
working on a few projects to do just that. Or if you
have a good news story or case study to share – or
would like to write an article for us on something
you find interesting or has helped you or your club –
we would love to hear from you!
Given what we have all been through, Sport has
never been more needed or more of a sanctuary
for so many people. Team work, camaraderie and
human connection have a hugely positive impact
and we want to do everything we can to encourage
you to keep your sport safe, inclusive and fair for
everyone who comes out to play.
Please don’t hesitate to get in touch via the
Contact Us form on our website or by emailing us at
playbytherules@sportintegrity.gov.au at any time.

Elaine Heaney
Manager, Play by the Rules

I acknowledge the Traditional Owners of country throughout Australia and other First Nations people from around the world
and recognise their continuing connection to land, waters and culture. I pay my respects to their Elders past, present and
emerging.
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Risky Business –
the implications of the
Voller decision

A recent High Court defamation decision confirms
the serious risk assumed by all operators of
social media accounts, whether organisations or
individuals, and whether commercial or not-forprofit, in allowing third parties to interact with their
social media pages.
The Voller decision
Dylan Voller is a former inmate of the Don Dale
Youth Detention Centre in the Northern Territory
who was featured in media reporting about
treatment of centre detainees. Mr Voller sued three
media organisations (Fairfax Media Publications
Pty Ltd, Nationwide News Pty Ltd and Australian
News Channel Pty Ltd, which broadcasts Sky
News) who published stories about him and shared
them on their Facebook pages. It’s important to
note that Mr Voller sued the media companies for
third party comments on their articles: he did not
sue over the articles themselves, and he did not
sue the commentators. At the time of the posts,
Facebook page administrators could not turn off
user comments and there was no formal process
for monitoring comments before they were posted.
One essential element in a defamation claim
is proof that the defendant is responsible for
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“publishing” a defamatory matter about the plaintiff.
The trial judge in Voller was asked to answer
the question whether the media organisations
had “published” the third-party comments that
appeared on their Facebook pages, even though
they had no intention of publishing the specific
comments and in fact had no prior knowledge of
them. The judge answered that question “yes”, the
media defendants unsuccessfully appealed to the
Court of Appeal and then appealed to the High
Court. On 8 September 2021, the High Court upheld
the earlier decisions, finding the media companies
were responsible as “publishers”.
The majority judges in the High Court confirmed
that a party will be a “publisher” for defamation law
purposes when they have intentionally assisted
or facilitated the making of the comment. It is
the act of participating in making the material
available that must be intentional, not the act of
defamation. There can be multiple publishers (so,
for example, the third-party commentator, the
social media platform and the page operator), and
all degrees of participation will be caught so long
as that participation is intentional. The judges
acknowledged the strictness of this approach,
Play By The Rules | Magazine Issue 39

which is based on long-standing common law
principles. For example, they referred to an example
from almost 300 years ago where a printer’s
employee, whose only role in a publication was
to clap down the printing press, was held to be a
publisher of libels contained in the printed material
even though he was unaware of its contents. The
judges did not think that the technological and
sociological developments brought about by the
Internet warranted a departure from this strict (and
seemingly unfair) rule.
Two minority judges answered the question
slightly differently, holding that a social media
page operator will be responsible for third party
comments only where those comments have a
connection to the subject matter of the original
post. So, for example, where a Facebook page
operator posts a story about a person not paying
parking fines, they will be liable as a publisher for
comments about the person’s failure to pay fines,
but not for a post accusing the person of being a
paedophile.
Implications and minimising the risks
Although it did not create “new” law, the Voller
decision has sent shockwaves through the
Australian media landscape and attracted
significant global interest. There has been a
suggestion in some of the commentary that
the Court’s findings are restricted to the media,
or at least to commercial entities as opposed
to individuals, not-for-profits and government
agencies. This is incorrect. The test is simply
whether the conduct of the page administrator
or owner amounts to the facilitation or
encouragement of, or assistance in, the content
being posted (whether or not they know of the
content beforehand). There is nothing in the
majority reasoning to suggest that commercial gain
is a requirement for publication in the social media
context. Individuals who maintain a social media
page, and post content to that page with comments
enabled, would fall squarely within the Voller
decision and have just as much cause for concern
as commercial organisations. There is also no
reason why the principles confirmed in Voller would
not apply equally to other social media platforms
such as Twitter, LinkedIn, Instagram and YouTube.

Alternatively, the comments function may be
switched off only for posts that are likely to attract
controversial and potentially defamatory responses.
Unfortunately, because of the approach of the
Voller majority, a page operator will be deemed a
publisher of third party defamatory comments, even
if they have little or nothing to do with the original
post.
Any social media user that elects to keep
comments on should monitor them closely. For
many organisations with numerous followers and/or
limited staffing this can be very difficult.
At the very least, page administrators should
assess and consider taking down potentially
defamatory comments immediately upon receiving
notice of any concerns. Again, as the Voller case
demonstrates, this will not avoid a finding of
publication (which occurs once a post is made
visible to Facebook users), however it may give
rise to a defence of “innocent dissemination” and
otherwise minimise the damage.
Finally, users who repeatedly post defamatory
content should be blocked. Unfortunately, this
often creates a whack-a-mole scenario as many
repeat offenders of online slander hide behind
anonymous profiles and, once blocked, simply
continue to post problematic content under a new
fake profile.
In the meantime, it is worth keeping an eye on
new legislation recently proposed by the Federal
Government aimed at addressing some of the
issues raised by the Voller case. The Social Media
(Anti-Trolling) Bill 2022 (Cth) seeks to deem social
media page operators not publishers, and to create
a legislative mechanism to require social media
platforms to uncover the identity of anonymous
posters of defamatory content.
Marina Olsen
Partner, Banki Haddock Fiora
olsen@bhf.com.au
+61 2 9266 3419
www.bhf.com.au/people/marina-olsen

The most obvious solution to entirely negate risk
is to turn off all comments on social media. This
functionality has been available on Facebook since
March 2021 and is also available on most other
social media platforms. This approach obviously
detracts greatly from the opportunity for open
discussion created by social media.
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From 11th-13th July, the community sports and
recreation industry will congregate in Melbourne,
en masse for the first time in three years to reconnect with a focus on growing participation
sustainably and inclusively at the 2022 National
Sports & Physical Activity Convention (NSC22).
NSC22 is being developed with our key partners,
collaborators and industry thought leaders to
reflect the big issues and needs of the industry.
This year NSC will open on the 11th of July with the
NSC Oration exploring what our next generation
of leaders wants the industry to be like in 10 years’
time. One of Australia’s most decorated athletes
will provide a compelling vision of why we need to
change for the industry to be successful and ready
for Brisbane 2032.
The following two-day conference program will
include four Global/CEO Thought Leader Sessions
exploring:
• Sustainability and Climate Change Impact on
Sport and Sports Opportunity to Impact on
Climate Change – What Can We Change for
Brisbane 2032
• The Move Away from Win at All Costs to Valuing
Integrity, Good Governance and Culture
• How Do We Activate the Community to be More
Interested In Sport and Active Recreation Ready
for 2032
• A Blueprint for the Next Decade – Redefining
and Leveraging Major Sporting Events to Benefit
Community Participation

In addition, there are five Big Issues Keynote
Sessions this year, aligned with our industry
sectors:
1. The Participation Agenda – Who Should Be
Connecting Exercise and Fitness with Play,
Recreation and Community Sport
2. Active Cities and Spaces to Generate an Active
Nation Ready for Brisbane 2032
3. The Importance of a Children and Young
People’s Agenda
4. Re-imagining Culture and Leadership in the
Sports Industry
5. Innovative Environments to Activate
Community Sport and Recreation
NSC22 will also host 25 workshops over five
streams, three industry tours, eight hours of
networking opportunities, the sport and recreation
expo hosting 70+ exhibitors and two activation
areas, along with the Australian Sport, Recreation
and Play Innovation Awards, with an expanded 10
categories in 2022.
We look forward to re-connecting with the
industry, and welcoming over 600 delegates at the
Melbourne Convention and Exhibition Centre this
July.
Further information on the National Sports &
Physical Activity Convention is available at
www.nationalsportsconvention.com.au

Editors Notes
The National Sports & Physical Activity Convention (NSC) has grown since 2016 as Australia/New Zealand’s largest and most
prominent community sport and recreation convention and expo attracting over 1,500 people annually. The organisers have
worked with its 40+ collaborators to offer a program with international and Australian experts, providing the most comprehensive
program on community sport recreation and sports facilities in Australia, post-covid, and with the continued support of the
Victorian Government.
The full NSC Program can be found at www.nationalsportsconvention.com.au
Follow the National Sports & Physical Activity Convention on Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter #NSConvention
Further information contact Martin Sheppard, Co-Founder and NSC Curator at martins@smartconnection.net.au
or (03) 9421 0133.
Event Details
The NSC will be held 11-13 July 2022 at the Melbourne Convention and Exhibition Centre.
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Golf Australia and
People with disability
The Australian Human Rights Commission, in
partnership with Golf Australia, is developing
Guidelines for the inclusion of people with disability
in golf.
The purpose of the Guidelines is to provide
practical guidance to golf clubs on promoting an
inclusive environment for people with disability
in golf in a manner that is consistent with the
Disability Discrimination Act 1992 (Cth) (Act), and
relevant state and territory anti-discrimination
legislation.
Golf clubs can play an important role in positive
engagement with their community members
to support a healthy lifestyle and to provide a
welcoming and inclusive environment in which to
meet and socialise. Golf clubs also have obligations
under federal (as well as state and territory)
anti-discrimination legislation to provide equal
opportunity for all of their members to participate
in their chosen sport.
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As part of the development of the Guidelines the
Commission is conducting a number of virtual
roundtable consultations with key stakeholders.
A number of focus questions will guide the
discussions at the roundtables. These questions
will be designed to facilitate discussion on key
issues to ensure that the Guidelines address the
issues faced by people with disability and highlight
the breadth of ways in which golf clubs can
encourage and facilitate the inclusion of people
with disability. Participants will be invited to raise
any other relevant issues, concerns or examples
during the discussion.
If you are interested in participating in the
roundtables (or, if you cannot attend, providing a
written submission) then please click on this link
for more information: Guidelines for the inclusion
of people with disability in golf
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Play it fair online
Guidance and resources for
online safety in sport.

Sport is part of Australian life. Whether it’s training
sessions, matches or tournaments, every day we
see sport being played at fields, pools and courts
across the country.

•
•
•

While sport for the most part is a physical event,
it’s important to recognise it almost always has
an online dimension. Coaches use videos for
training, team managers use apps to organise
players, squads are on group chats, clubs manage
member data online and players share photos on
social media. We are regularly online as part of our
sporting life.
Just as rules, safety and respect are needed ‘at the
game’ – they are important online too.
Issues occur in areas such as privacy, security,
image sharing, bullying, harassment and
discrimination, and can have a serious impact on
individuals and the sport itself.
What can we do to make sport safe on and off the
field?
1. The Baseline - uphold basic values
Whether you’re a coach, player, volunteer, parent or
supporter, uphold some simple online values:
• Be respectful – there’s no place for abuse, hate
or discrimination online
• Be kind – treat people with kindness, patience
and understanding
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•
•

Be prepared to ask for help – reach out if
something goes wrong online
Be resilient – don’t let a bad experience online
put you off
Be safe – avoid situations that pose a risk or
danger to yourself or others online
Be responsible – think how your actions could
affect other people
Be an upstander – if you can do it safely, speak
up and say something. 				

Sport organisations and leaders can share and
promote these values to encourage online safety.
2. Manage your online life
Take proactive steps to manage your online
presence and safety:
• Use devices safely – make the most of the
security features and build good habits
• Protect personal information – including any
information that enables you to be identified
• Think about your digital reputation – what you
say and do online has a big influence on how
people perceive you
• Get informed – if you are new to digital
technology, or need specific advice, get some
help.
• Follow the practical eSafety tips on each of
these topics and more on the eSafety website.
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3. Be aware of online issues
Some of the serious issues people can encounter
online include:
• Cyberbullying – when someone uses the
internet to be mean to a child or young person
so they feel bad or upset
• Unwanted or unsafe contact – any type of
online communication that makes you feel
uncomfortable or unsafe; it can be with a
stranger or someone you know
• Adult cyber abuse – when someone sends
seriously harmful content to a person who is
18 or older, or posts or shares harmful content
about them, using an online or electronic
service or platform
• Image-based abuse – when someone shares, or
threatens to share, an intimate photo or video
online of you without your consent.
The eSafety website provides a detailed overview
of these key issues, including what you can do and
how to report to us.
4. Handle negative online experiences
Anyone can have a negative online experience,
ranging from relatively low impact issues like mild
criticism to more damaging experiences such
as cyberbullying. If it happens to you, there are a
number of ways you can respond.

Report and block online abuse
Abusive posts and comments are never acceptable.
If you are being harassed, intimidated, humiliated
or threatened, report it to the site where it is
happening and block or mute the person doing it.
The eSafety guide provides help on how to do this.
If the platform does not help you, report serious
online abuse to eSafety.
Intimate images shared without consent
If your intimate images have been shared or
threatened to be shared without your consent
(image-based abuse) contact eSafety for help.

Contact your sport
Reach out to your sport organisation for guidance
and support, or to report matters.

Pause and reflect
Give yourself space and time so that you respond
rather than react. Don’t deplete your emotional
strength and energy by giving negative online
experiences more attention than they deserve.

Collect evidence
It is important that you take screenshots of what’s
happening and record the account details such
as the username or account URL. Use the eSafety
guide to collecting evidence.

Surround yourself with supportive people
You don’t need to handle any negative online
experiences on your own. Talk with family, friends,
peers and your sport. Consider professional support
from a counselling service if needed.
eSafety resources
Australia’s eSafety Commissioner helps create
safe and more positive online experiences for all
Australians. Go to the eSafety website for practical
resources:
• eSafety guide
• Key eSafety issues
• Sport organisations checklists
• Reporting serious matters
eSafety is here to help us all enjoy sport safely.
Take a look at all the great eSafety resources on
the website today and follow eSafety on Facebook,
Twitter and LinkedIn.
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Global resistance to referee
abuse: The Referee Forum (U.K.)
Patrick Skene & Ant Canavan
The unchecked behaviour of players, coaches and spectators towards referees creates
an unsafe environment and reduces the enjoyment of everyone involved. Advocates for
the respect of referees can be found all around the world.
Ant Canavan is one of them. He runs The Referee Forum out of the United Kingdom. He
has thick skin (as we’ll hear/read below) and he knows that all referees are in the firing
line, with now here near the support required to stop the abuse.
Thanks to Patrick Skene (who has written in-depth on the impact of referee abuse
across various sports in Australia) you can listen to the full interview and read along
with the following transcript.

Club Respect.
Pass It On.
Originally published on the Club Respect website
and republished with permission from Club Respect
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Interview Transcript:
Patrick Skene chats with
Ant Canavan
Contents
1.

A depressing societal shift [0:00]

2.

Football’s biggest issue [1:28]

3.

Why the unprecedented levels of aggression towards
Referees? [4:58]

4.

Why do we allow it? [7:21]

5.

What happens when a sport allows mobbing of officials?
[9:53]

6.

Is abuse a part of the role? [13:13]

7.

The devastating impact of TV commentary on normalising
referee abuse [16:34]

8.

Child referee abuse [21:11]

9.

Referee mental health [28:08]

10. Social media abuse [29:55]
11. Should police be involved in policing abuse in football
matches? [35:56]
12. What works to combat referee abuse? [39:10]
13. #RefPositivity [42:34]
14. How to find Ant Canavan and The Referee Forum? [44:51]

1. A depressing societal shift [0:00]
Patrick Skene
Our guest tonight is the man behind ‘The Referee
Forum’, the internet’s biggest and best independent
resource for referees. He’s an ordained minister
and his website’s hashtags #AbuseUsLoseUs and
#NoRefLeftBehind sum up his muscular global
advocacy for match officials, which includes
challenging online trolls. It’s great to catch up with
Ant Canavan who joins us from England. Hello, Ant
Ant Canavan
Hi Pat – thanks for having me. Pleasure to be here.
Patrick Skene
Well, I’ve just read through the last three months
of your Twitter feed as penance for this interview,
and it almost ruined my night. The level of abuse is
really unbelievable, isn’t it?
Ant Canavan
It’s depressing really, especially when refereeing at
grassroots level is a hobby and hobbies are meant
to give people pleasure, and for the most part, it did
up until the last few years.
There’s been some sort of cultural or societal shift
Play By The Rules | Magazine Issue 39

where everyone has absolutely no problem with
just tearing into the referee, regardless of who that
referee is. Whether it’s a good performance or bad
performance, the most important thing for the
people that are tearing into referees is that their
team wins and that team could be a bunch of eightyear-olds playing on the park for the very first time.
It’s a depressing place to be on the centre of the
park at the moment.
2. Football’s biggest issue [1:28]
Patrick Skene
How can anybody say that it’s not a red alert
emergency crisis? With referee abuse and
sometimes thuggery from top to bottom in English
football that’s led to a combination of; all time
high referee abuse, a shortage of officials down
anywhere from 15 to 40% depending on the league,
1000s of referees leaving football, no new referees
being trained. It sounds to me like the perfect
storm for disaster. Is this the sport’s biggest issue?
Ant Canavan
You’d have to say yes, and here’s why. The top
referees that we’ve got at the moment, they’ve
come through a system where they received a
good amount of support to get to where they are
with the initial phase where they qualified and then
they’ve stepped up and they’ve gone through the
leagues. They did this in the 80s the 90s and the
early noughties, there was a lot more respect for
referees at that time.
And I just fear that in 10 years’ time, the quality
of the top referees in England won’t be the same
as it is now because there’s a filter being put on
grassroots referees that are coming through now
that would previously made the top echelons of
officiating. They’re being put off it because of this
initial lack of support, lack of mentorship and
just being thrown to the lions as soon as they’re
qualified as a referee.
I know that I can’t be negative all the time and there
are some counties who train their referees and
they’re very, very good at looking after them and
mentoring them for the first five to 10 games. But
then after that, there is no structured framework to
look after them.
As a referee you want your initial games of football
to be stress free, hassle free and the easiest games
that you do. The football inside the white lines
is not the problem on those first games. It’s the
football parents, the parents of those 10-year-olds
or those 8-year-olds, the ones that think they’ve got
the next Lionel Messi or Steven Gerrard and they
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want to live their lives that they fail to live through
their children.

In the USA the Young Sportsman Soccer League is
having silent weekends because of referee abuse.

And that means you can’t criticize your child,
because no parent wants to do that. No one wants
to say: ‘My lad’s crap at football’ or ‘My daughter
isn’t going to be the next best thing’.
They also don’t want to say: ‘Well you lost today
because your opponents were a little bit better.’

There’s a Christian league suspended because of
too many abuse reports.

No one wants to kind of give praise to the
opposition anymore either. That’s something that’s
gone out. No one will hold their hands up and
say: ‘You know what, we lost today because the
opponents were just far, far better than us.’
So, the scapegoat for this scenario is now the man
in the middle: ‘We would have won if the referee had
been better, if he gave the free kicks our way, if he
spotted the offside that he missed blah blah.’
In the end, it’s irrelevant. If the team is good enough,
they’ll win the games, regardless of the referee. And
in the same breath, if people are blaming referees
for defeats, surely by the same logic when they
win they need to say: ‘And we won today because
the referee you gave us some offsides, you gave us
some fouls that went our way, a penalty. We won the
game and thanks to the referee, because if it wasn’t
for you, we would have lost.’
That’s the same logic. But you never hear that.
Patrick Skene
Going back to one of your earlier points and one
of my favorite quotes from Carl Jung, the Swiss
psychologist is: “the greatest burden a child must
bear is the unlived life of its parents.”
Ant Canavan
That is more applicable to youth football than
anything else in the world, I think.
3. Why the unprecedented levels of aggression
towards Referees? [4:58]
Patrick Skene
I want to take you through some examples.
Northumberland one of the largest leagues in
Europe. Their referees have gone on strike over the
level of abuse.
There’s a referee strike in Dublin schoolboys and
schoolgirls in Ireland. All games canceled because
of constant abuse and threatening behavior of
managers, players, coaches supporters.
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The Northeast Combination Football League last
month forced to put a ‘Blackout’ for referees on –
no match officials appointed and they have to find
their own because of the abuse.
It’s not just England, it’s all over.
Ant Canavan
Yeah. It’s a global shift and it’s evident in politics as
well. The way that people are now thinking more of
themselves and rather than what’s for the greater
good – I have to make a little self-sacrifice in order
for greater good and people seem to forget that.
Maybe COVID has something to do with or
maybe there is another, outlying influence that is
making this shift towards people thinking more of
themselves than of the community.
But it definitely manifests itself in aggression and
physical threats and threats of violence on the
football pitch. I’m not gonna lie, it can be scary
sometimes.
I’m a big lad. I know how to look after myself and
work in the security industry. So I know how to
defuse situations without the need for violence.
Even with all those tools in my toolbox, sometimes
I do think the worst that could possibly happen to
me in this football match is that I don’t come home
at the end of it.
I end up going off to hospital because I’ve been
assaulted, and actual bodily harm has happened to
me.
The instances of experiencing abuse and
aggression myself are few and far between. But
I’m in so many WhatsApp groups or on Twitter,
Facebook and Instagram where people reach out to
say: ‘This has happened to me today.’
They shouldn’t be asking me, they should have a
support framework given to them by the national
body, by their local regional body, whomever. It
shouldn’t come down to an independent resource
that’s done voluntarily on the internet to look after
referees or advise them on what’s the best thing to
do.
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4. Why do we allow it? [7:21]
Patrick Skene
One post that stayed with me on your feed was from
Tom Boardman that read. “I think the time has come
for me to consider a break away from refereeing. I
went to bed and woke up thinking about the abuse
received. Football can’t be saved from itself. It turns
people into animals.”
Why are those green beautiful green fields in
Australia, England, America the last permissible
bastion where you can verbally abuse, disturb the
peace and abuse someone – a child or an adult?
Why is that?
Why do we allow that?
Ant Canavan
The people that could fix this are also the people
who have a revenue stream from the abuse.
So say your referee gets abused by a parent on the
sideline. So you put in a misconduct report to your
County FA. And the county FA sends this to the club
this misconduct charge saying this has happened
how would you plead is it either guilty or not guilty?
Most clubs can’t be bothered going through a
tribunal or a hearing or anything like that. So they’ll
say: ‘okay, it did happen. We are guilty and we’re
sorry.’ And with that will come a fine and a warning
against that future conduct.
Now, if you multiply that process by the amount of
refereeing abuse that goes on out there, say each
fine is 50 pounds. Well, 10 instances of abuse –
you’ve raised 500 pounds. 100 – you’ve raised more
and so on.

themselves as professional looking referees, but it’s
a completely ineffective tool in stopping abuse, in
curbing this aggression that is rife.
It’s like a cancer in football right now and it’s
spreading fast. Because there’s no incentive for the
FA to stop the status quo because they’re making
so much money from it.
5. What happens when a sport allows mobbing of
officials? [9:53]
Patrick Skene
We all know that the fish rots from the head and
the role modeling comes straight down from the
professionals and the coaches’ abusing referees on
TV. It’s not good when players at the top, show total
disregard for officials and if that was ever in doubt,
the abuse we heard when the stadiums were empty
for COVID was a real eye-opener.
What other sport allows abuse and mobbing of
officials?
Why aren’t the FA cracking down at least at that
top level where terrifying normalization that comes
from the role models behaviour?
Ant Canavan
Again, it comes down to money. It’s fair to say the
Premier League is the best league in the world. And
you’ve got your best players the likes of Cristiano
Ronaldo, who are guilty of this.
If he doesn’t get his own way, he will throw a
tantrum. He’ll throw the ball away or stomp his

You look at the cash that these County FA’s have
in their banks. It’s not pocket change. It’s not like
they’re operating a not-for-profit. Some of them
have got a million pound in the bank.
And what I would love to see is for them to use that
money to put back into looking after the referees,
seeing as that seems to be the primary source
of their revenue generation. You look after your
referees.
The FA have just come out with a new respect
advert, it’s very high production value. I know a
couple of the referees that are in the video and
they’ve done a fantastic job in terms of presenting

Play By The Rules | Magazine Issue 39

15

feet or he’ll shout and scream and all the sort of
stuff that you expect from a toddler.

and the aggression comes about when the referee
doesn’t perform at the same level.

The referee should be dealing with that as dissent.
The yellow card should come out. And if he does it
more than once in a match, which he does often, he
gets the red card and he misses the next game.

I think that’s something that, we go back to referees
are human, they’ll make mistakes, but not as many
mistakes as the players during the game. And yet
the standards and expectations of that referee are
that very, very few mistakes are made.

Now the people that put the money into the
Premier League want to see the likes of Ronaldo
play every single week. The referees at that level are
brilliant and they’re there for a reason.

In fact the fewest on the pitch if not perfection is
expected.

They are the top referees. They’ve come through the
system. They’ve proven their ability. But when they
get to the top level, when they get to the Premier
League, they become entertainment facilitators.
And people want the entertainment of 11 versus 11
players. And as much as we say that it’s horrible for
the referee to receive dissent, abuse and screaming
in the face, actually, it’s a form of entertainment.
It goes back to the days of the gladiators in the
Coliseum.
People say ‘Yes I want to see more. I want to see
more aggression.’ It’s entertainment at the top level.
What we need to do is say – look, we do have two
tiers of football now, and thanks to things like VAR
and electronic communications, you’ve got this
elite level of refereeing where you’ve got all the
tools, all the care, all the bells, all the whistles to
facilitate an entertainment spectacle.
But down at the lower levels, at the grassroots,
outside of the professional football pyramid, we
don’t have the same tools. We’ve got inexperienced
referees, we’ve got unfit referees, we’ve got referees
that aren’t up to date with the latest Laws of the
Game.
But the people that play the sport expect the same
standard of officiating as they see in the Premier
League where they’ve got a referee, two assistants,
a fourth official, a VAR operator an Assistant VAR
operator, you’ve got reserve assistant referee.
So you’ve got a whole team on the Premier League.
They expect the same standard of decision-making
from one bloke who could be having a midlife crisis.
He’s got a bit of a belly, he hasn’t read the rules for
about five years.

6. Is abuse a part of the role? [13:13]
Patrick Skene
So we end up with a sad reality that many referees
have been trained by what they’re seeing on TV to
think that abuse is part of their role.
Ant Canavan
Yeah, there’s no getting around that – the best
footballers want to play like Ronaldo. The best
referees want to officiate like Michael Oliver or
Martin Atkinson, the top referees you see week in,
week out.
But there’s such a gulf between the two. You know,
your Sunday League footballer isn’t going to play
like Ronaldo and your Sunday League referee isn’t
going to referee like Martin Atkinson.
Patrick Skene
Do you remember when the FA introduced zero
tolerance on abusive language to referees that
lasted about two weeks and they scrapped it?

The expectations of the standards of the referee
at both levels are the same and there’s frustration
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Ant Canavan
They scrapped it because everyone’s saying, there’s
far too many cards going in. Games are getting
abandoned because people are getting sent off.
And yes, that is what needs to happen to shift it
back to being an enjoyable sport and hobby but
people seem to be using football, Sunday league,
grassroots football, youth football as an outlet for
all the frustrations that they seem to be feeling in
their life outside of football.
They bottle it all up and release it into that
environment and yet the FA do need to be harsher.
They need to. We talk about revenue generation.
It’s crazy to think that they don’t just go: ‘Right
everyone, the fines are going up. The bans are going
up. I want to see more cards.’
They introduced the Sin Bin here in England. I
don’t know if they’ve got it over there in Australia.
Whereas you get a caution for dissent. And it
comes with a 10-minute sin bin. So if you throw the
ball away in disgust at a decision or you get in the
ref’s face and scream that you’re not happy you
got cautioned for dissent that also comes with 10
minutes off the field of play.
Now, that yellow card doesn’t get put in as a
misconduct report. It just kind of stays within the
game. So if it’s just one yellow card, it gets forgotten
about. Now the FA said in the first season that this
got brought in, player dissent was reduced by 38%.
But actually, that’s not accurate, that’s kind of
fudging the figures because what happened is the
yellow cards for dissent that used to get put in
without the sin bin stopped getting put in so there
was less cards reported
I remember I used to referee in the Welsh system.
And there was a time where, if you gave a free-kick
and there was dissent, you would just move the ball
forward 10 yards for each piece of dissent that you
get, to a point where you could give a free kick in
the defensive half and end up being 18 yards out.
Again, this was an effective way of practically
dealing with dissent during the game. But in terms
of actually reducing the amount of dissent or the
amount of aggression that referees receive, they’ve
not really been effective.
The level of dissent and the level of aggression
and abuse has in fact, I think, gone up especially
markedly in the last two seasons.
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7. The devastating impact of TV commentary on
normalising referee abuse [16:34]
Patrick Skene
I want to raise the role of television commentators
unfairly criticizing referees and then creating this
army of armchair Sky Channel fans who, basically
think referees are fair game to be abused.
Ant Canavan
It would help if sports pundits actually knew the
Laws of the Game.
The amount of times I hear them offering a bit
of punditry, where they’re just plain wrong, it’s
infuriating. And you’ll see when it happens on
Twitter and on Facebook, on Instagram. ‘I’ve just
heard a commentator say this’, ‘they need to know
the laws of the game’, ‘they shouldn’t be in that
position’.
Because what they are in fact doing is like fake
news as they are passing on this wrong information.
Recently, Kasper Schmeichel got his hand on top
of the ball and it got kicked out from underneath
him and a goal was scored. The referee disallowed
it because the goalkeeper was deemed to be in
control of the ball by having his hand on top of it
and it being on the floor
They went to VAR and by the laws of the game, the
referee made the correct decision. The pundits
before, during and after that decision-making
process as it went to VAR were absolutely clueless.
It was as if they were commentating on a sport that
they’d never watched before. They were confused.
They were angry that a goal had potentially been
ruled out.
But as soon as I’d seen that, it’s difficult to see in
real-time, but as soon as you see it slowed down
and that’s what VAR is for, you very quickly come
to the correct decision if you know the laws of the
game.
Football is this weird sporting phenomenon where
it’s played by so many people but you ask them, if
you gave them a quiz or a test on the Laws of the
Game, 90 plus percent would not pass a referees
course, a basic referees course of the Laws of the
Game.

17

And it’s weird to have pundits in that position being
in that kind of group of ignorance whereby on the
television they pass it over to Peter Walton (former
Premier League Referee) and they say, ‘Oh, we’re
not sure about this foul. We’d have given a penalty.
Peter Walton, what do you think?’
And Peter Walton would come in, often backing up
the referee and their decision, and also quoting the
Laws of the Game. You’ve got him doing that.
Then you’ve got backlash against him now telling
people what the Laws of the Game actually are,
saying things like: ‘Why are we going to Peter
Walton, he’s just going to back the referee up?’
Yes – because these are referees! We know the laws
of the game. We know what the correct outcome is.
We know why and what the decision process to get
there is.
It’s like you’ve got the scapegoat of the referee on
the field and now you’ve got the scapegoat of the
referee in the pundits’ box as well.
So these pundits can just have a go at him for being
a referee and giving a decision they don’t like as
well.
Patrick Skene
It’s unbelievable that it’s the same as our sports in
Australia where the commentators have a huge
role. They focus on one mistake as a pivotal turning
point in the game rather than the 1000s of mistakes
made by players every week.
Ant Canavan
Yeah, it’s a self-perpetuating mechanism and the
only thing that’ll stop that cycle is one of the hard
parts one of the components being removed.

So if it is the FA or the Premier League, or whoever
the broadcasters are in that particular sport,
stopping, they need to physically ban the discussion
of a referee, or criticism of a decision especially
when they have pundits that don’t know the laws of
the game.
If one of those components was changed or altered,
it would massively affect the rest of the cycle as it
goes around.
What is the answer because the top tier of football
is more about entertainment than it is about the
pure sport.
That’s why we’ve got a lot of people now switching
off from Premier League and then going back to
their local clubs in their local area and supporting
the grassroots teams. Non-league football teams
are seeing a massive surge in attendances because
people are getting disillusioned with watching what
they see now as a glitzy, glamorous Premier League
that they have very little interest in.
They’ve been priced out by things like sports
channels, subscription packages and match day
gate fees are huge.
You can get into a local club for two or three
pounds, but to go the Premier League you’re looking
at 30,40, 50 pounds, so it’s a big markup to watch
those top league Premier League games live.
8. Child referee abuse [21:11]
Patrick Skene
Probably the biggest issue I have in this space is
child referee abuse.
In the torrent of abuse that you highlight on your
social media feed one stood out for me from a top
of the table Under 12’s game and I’ll read it out:
“A parent ran on in my face threatening me. A
manager threw a flag at me. Another parent said
he’d smash my face and wait for me in the carpark.”
“The referee was young and had to endure threats
as ‘I’m going to burn you alive.”
When will the football authorities combat this
massive disgrace to the game?
Another one reported an adult coach making a
14-year-old female referee cry at an Under 11 game.
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When child referees are abused by adults, it’s a toxic
cancer and why isn’t it called out for the cowardice
it is?

I have got the thick skin and I can handle what we’d
call the higher levels of dissent. I wouldn’t accept
the abuse and I would report it up to the County.

Because it continues this cycle that the only place
that it’s permissible in society to scream at kids is at
a football game.

There are referees out there who, a little bit more
timid, who would just take the abuse, not show
cards and therefore not report it. And then the
players that have given the abuse think: ‘Well, I gave
it to last week’s ref I can give it to next week’s ref.’

Ant Canavan
There you have it. Why do we allow it and something
that popped up either this morning or late last night
was from someone else? I think it was an account
called refnecks or something similar.
They said it’s child abuse, it’s criminal.

Until we’ve got more referees that say no, if you
abuse a referee, you’re getting reports – you are
going to get fined and you are going to get banned.

The answer is because no one wants to press
charges.

The clubs need to take a little bit of responsibility
as well. If you’ve got a player or parents that are
throwing that sort of abuse at a referee, you need
to say: ‘Look – as good at football as you may be,
we don’t want to give our club a bad reputation by
threatening children.

No one wants to be especially if you’re a 14,15,
16-year-old referee and you’re refereeing the
10-year-olds, 12-year-olds and you receive abuse,
vile abuse like you’ve just quoted there.

And if these kids do go to the police with the full
support of their County FA or their local referees’
Association, then a big song and dance should be
made about it.

You’re threatening a child. You’re threatening a child
to burn them alive. That’s criminal.

Not what currently happens which is a misconduct
report is submitted to the County FA and then the
rest of the process takes place behind closed doors
including any sort of notification of punishment.

Why are the police not involved?

But in turn, you know as a referee, you’re put in at
that age and you don’t have a lot of confidence. You
got more confidence than a lot of those adults that
are throwing out those insults who would never
step into the middle of a pitch and be a referee
themselves.
So they’ve already got more confidence than them
but in terms of confidence in yourself and going to
the police, what’s the protocol?
How do you proceed with that?
I think in those instances they need a lot of support,
and they need a lot of help from what I like to refer
to as “Last Week’s Ref” as well.
So if you’re refereeing a game and you receive that
abuse, there are a lot of referees that just take it
and go, well it’s part of the game.
You have to expect a little bit, you have to have a
thick skin and that is not true at all.
And what you have to think of is okay, me as six-foot
Ant Canavan, 100 kilos, mostly muscle, a little bit of
flabby bits around the belly, but we’ll ignore that.
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It needs the stronger referees now to step up at
grassroots and start saying: ‘I’m not going to take
this anymore. I’ve got to think of the kids that are
just coming into the game.’
Would I allow my 14-year-old son or daughter to
receive this sort of abuse?
If the answer is no, then you also need to not take
that abuse and just let it roll off you as part of the
game because it’s not acceptable.
I’m lucky enough in my position in Merseyside to
work with two Premier League clubs, Liverpool and
Everton and I get to referee at their academies fairly
regularly.
And I receive absolutely zero abuse and it’s because
the parents know if they do anything that would
jeopardize the place of their child playing football
for those two Premier League clubs, then they’re
having a proper detrimental effect on that child.
The same thing needs to happen at grassroots
outside of these academies.
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If your parents are throwing vile abuse to the
referee, if they’re threatening physically or verbally
a referee, then the club’s needs to say: ‘I’m sorry, but
we don’t want your child in our club if that’s your
behaviour as parents.’
One option is to try and curb the behavior by
getting the parents to sign a code of conduct. But
they’re absolutely meaningless, because there’s
no enforcement taken if the code of conduct is
breached.
What we really need is action, actual real action
to change the game and not lip service, not fancy
adverts.

It’s an understanding that you play your football, I’ll
referee the game. You’re going to do your best to
score the goals. I’m gonna do my best to get all the
decisions in between correct.
We’re all out there doing our best and if mistakes
are made so be it. I won’t criticize you for missing an
open goal from two yards away.
So don’t criticize me for missing an offside when I
wasn’t in a good position.
That’s the sort of attitude that needs to come
forward.

Something that will physically alter the game
because I mean the lad that got threatened to be
burnt alive. That was only the weekend just gone.
I received that via WhatsApp and I was like: ‘This is
disgusting’.
And to be fair, the referee’s association here have a
welfare team. As soon as they spotted that on my
feed they jumped in and said: ‘Pass on our details
please, we will look after this referee and give them
all the support they need.’
Because they understand they don’t want referees
to drop out at this point of their safe refereeing
career because it can go on decades. But don’t let
these idiots at this level ruin it for you.
Because refereeing can be very enjoyable. You can
get to go to some amazing places. I’ve traveled the
world refereeing. I’ve refereed international teams.
I’ve had some amazing times, I’ve been to some
amazing stadiums, met some amazing people.
9. Referee mental health [28:08]
You can do that as a referee but not if in the first
5-10 games in your first season or first couple of
seasons, you get abused and think: ‘I do not want
any part of this if this is what football is about. I
don’t want to do it for a decade or two. I don’t want
to do it at all’.
And that’s why you’ve seen people drop out.

In Australia there is a philosophy: ‘don’t visit the sins
of the of the parent on the child’.

We need a cultural shift back to mutual respect on
both sides.

Which stimulates the debate – ‘Is football a right or
a privilege?’

Respect the referee, because a referee will never go
out onto that field of play to abuse anyone and to
the players that say: ‘The ref needs to respect me –
show me respect first.’

And I think we’ve got to move it from a right to a
privilege.

No! You start off on a level footing, with mutual
respect. That’s what it’s about.
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Patrick Skene
I want to explore one of your earlier points about if
the parent mucks up you get rid of the child as well
– They come as a package.

It used to be a right in the old days. But I think now
it should be a privilege like attending any club or any
institution. You can’t go down your local gymnasium
and start abusing people that you’re a member of.
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It’s sad that the kid will be collateral damage but I
just don’t think the parent has the right to, bring on
the onset of potential mental health issues in a lot
of these referees as well.
When I’m reading your feed, I’m thinking to myself,
what we’re seeing here is people having to stop
refereeing because they’re sleeping on it and having
nightmares about it and worried about their safety.
Why isn’t this framed as a mental health problem?
Ant Canavan
We’re treating the symptom, not the cause, because
the FA have just said: ‘Great news, everyone. We’ve
just trained up 50 mental health champions. So, if
you’re having mental health issues, you can come
and talk to one of these’.

upmanship, end up increasing their abuse levels for
referees.
We can control what happens on the pitch with
crackdowns on behavior.
What can be done about referee abuse on social
media?
Ant Canavan
It needs to come from the social media companies,
it’s their platform. We’re quite far down in the
pecking order in terms of referee abuse, because
before that, you’ve got things like racism, you’ve got
political death threats, and then eventually as you
go through all the hate, all of the abusive tweets,
eventually you will get down to the personal insults
on referees.

Okay, let’s actually say what’s causing these mental
health issues in the first place and target them.
There’ll always be mental health issues that will
come about regardless.
We could be the world’s most respectful football
league and you’re doing your best and you’re not
receiving abuse, you’re having a great time but
there’ll still be something else that will affect your
mental health.

That’s the sort of level that we’re at.

That’s just the nature of what mental health is.

So, people that would throw out monkey emojis to
a black footballer, if they’ve had a bad performance,
it’s vile, it’s disgusting, but people do it and get away
with it.

So, I’m not criticizing the fact that we have mental
health champions. It’s a good thing.
But the fact that we’re just throwing out mental
health champions as a solution to referees that are
receiving abuse.
No, no, no. Let’s just stop the abuse then we won’t
need so many mental health champions.
10. Social media abuse [29:55]
Patrick Skene
I’ve got to bring up the elephant in the room. It’s
social media – a place you’re a colossus and old
referees didn’t have to deal with social media and
sniping.
Today the referee abuse just doesn’t happen on
the field, you go home and get a second dose of it
online.
Even at international level, or FA level, EPL level,
even if the officials get it correct, and the Twitter
army will jump on. They don’t have any idea of
the laws and it gets personal and through one-
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But in terms of a platform, Twitter is toxic, it’s
horrible.
And because of the anonymity it provides, people
can and will say anything that they want and there’s
no repercussions or there wasn’t until recently,
repercussions for them doing that.

And so, because they’ve got away with it, that kind
of reinforces you’ve not done anything wrong. No
one’s found out, do it again. What’s the worst that
could happen? Nothing.
I’m very open and transparent about who operates
‘The Referee Forum’. I will call out dickish behavior
when I see it and that methodology has gotten me
into trouble with my Football Association.
Abuse on social media is not something that the FA
should concern themselves with. It is something
that if it’s criminal, the police should deal with it.
But in terms of the platform itself, you know, get rid
of the anonymity and 99% of the abusive tweets
would stop.
Patrick Skene
I like the way you call out people blaming the
referees for their losses.
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One of your memes says: ‘Make sure to blame the
referee to hide your own deficiencies as a coach
and it’s always the referee’s fault when you lose.’

We love football just as much as any player as any
fan or anyone like that and we love being part of the
game. I think people forget that sometimes.

Or another: ‘I don’t tell the players how crap they are
when they frequently miss sitters.”

People think: ‘The referee wants to ruin the game.’

It’s amazing that referees can make one mistake
and be lambasted for having a bad game but the
players are making constant mistakes.

No! We want to enjoy the game and we do enjoy the
game most of the time. If I can raise awareness or
make people think about their actions with memes
or with funny quips, or with calling out troll behavior
very directly sometimes.

Ant Canavan
Humour is the way I deal with it. I have a
background in entertainment and I was managing a
comedy club before COVID hit, so my way of dealing
with a lot of these is with humour.

It’s gotten me into trouble it with my methodology
sometimes, but I’m prepared to take the slings and
arrows to change people’s behaviour.

And so I make a lot of memes which is probably why
the social pages are so popular. If you want to get a
message out there now. Don’t make a fancy video.
Don’t write a long statement.

And some people you’ll never change and they’ll
always be that way and they’re the ones we need to
remove from football. They need to be cut out like
a cancer, but there’s people that will listen, they will
be educated and they will see a side that is mutually
beneficial for everyone.

Throw it on a meme, put a funny picture on it and
people will pay more attention to that than they
would for the multimillion-pound advert that you’re
trying to release with a similar message.
We’ve got to a laugh in a kind of gallows humour
way because bear in mind in England, we’ve gone
from 30,000 referees a couple of seasons ago pre
COVID to about 21,000 referees now.
So almost a third of all of our referees have
gone: ‘Do you know what? I’m really not enjoying
it enough to want to come back and officiate
anymore.’
So we’ve had a huge dropout.
If we can’t laugh at this situation that we’re in, then
the only alternative is to cry and then even then
we’d need more mental health champions and I
don’t think there’s enough in the world to deal with
that.
So at the moment on TheRefereeForum.com I throw
out loads of memes. If anyone wants to go check
them out. They can do it there.
But there’s also some good campaigns as well.
Using the meme format, I asked people to send
me photos of themselves refereeing in their kit,
because we’re proud as referees.

The more referees that we have, the bigger the
talent pool, the more cream will rise to the top and
the better our officials will be in five and 10 years
time.
But the fewer referees that we have, because they’re
dropping out because of the abuse, because of the
offensive insults, then we’ve got a smaller talent
pool.
Referees will fail to progress. Burnout is a thing
In October, I was probably doing anywhere between
6 to 10 games a week, just because there’s a
massive shortage of referees. And I’m fit enough to
get out there to run around that much so I’ll do it.
But you can’t do that for a whole season.
11. Should police be involved in policing abuse in
football matches?[35:56]
Patrick Skene
One solution I’ve heard is to just go to the next level
and have the police at every game. Cowards tend
to respond and shrivel up when actual police are
around and it increases accountability. Because
making an incident a police matter (after the fact)
– It seems too late because it’s already happened.
Local councils funding and putting police at games
to walk around as a deterrent. What do you think
about that?

We love what we do.
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Ant Canavan
We know what the referees are going through.
Do we really need video evidence of it as well?
It might help. All it will do is produce more content
for me on social media, which is fantastic because
that’s what I want.
The more videos and stuff that I put out, the more
the page grows and the wider the audience.
But at the same time, let’s be honest, we know what
the problem is. If a referee says that that person has
said x y and z. Okay, there might be a few referees
that embellish but for the most part, no referees are
lying and making that up, because they don’t need
to.
The level of vitriol and abuse out there doesn’t need
to be embellished. It’s horrendous already.
Ant Canavan
They do that in America and they still have the
issues. Youth soccer in the United States is a
goldmine for viral videos.
Game will be abandoned, the game’s over. Then the
parents will come onto the pitch they’ll all have a
fight with each other and then they’ll get separated
by the police.
These tournaments have on site police for the
duration because they expect that sort of behaviour
from the parents or from the coaches maybe from
the players. So having police present, I don’t think it
would change anything.

Having GoPros, having body cams or anything like
that. What would it change?
Would people not behave that way because they’d
be caught on camera.
Let’s have a look at other roles that use body
cameras in their job; traffic wardens, police or
security people that work in pubs that are a little bit
dodgy.
All of those people wear body cameras to capture
the behavior that they have to deal with. It doesn’t
change the behavior.

Unless we’re prepared to admit that there is a
problem. As soon as we say yes, there’s a problem
and the people that are doing it need to be dealt
with and removed from the game or probably
removed from children if we’re being honest.

If you’re gonna abuse a traffic warden, if you’re
gonna abuse security, if you’re gonna abuse anyone
who’s wearing a body camera as part of their role.
You’re going to do it whether they’re wearing a body
camera or not.

If they can’t control themselves enough to not offer
death threats to a 14-year-old referee, they shouldn’t
be around children anywhere.

And at the moment, there’s enough people out
there who are abusing and the referees will put in a
report to say: ‘I’ve been abused. This has happened,
that has happened.’

Would the police being present change anything?
It would stop a few people, but it wouldn’t stop the
problem.

It’s then down to the FA to follow that misconduct
charge and offer a punishment. Video evidence
really doesn’t change that process.

Patrick Skene
What about putting GoPro cameras on referees
so we can find out what they’re going through and
bring some accountability that way?
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12. What works to combat referee abuse? [39:10]
Patrick Skene
I’d like to end on a positive note. You’ve got some
good examples. What works, what you’ve seen work.
I see the Liverpool Old Boys featuring quite
frequently on your feed.
What are some things that you’ve seen work and
what are some programs that we can look to as
having got it right?
Ant Canavan
The Liverpool Old Boys League here in Merseyside
is a fantastic example.
There’s a lad called Greg and he is absolutely
smashing it. Before the season even started, he
went:
‘Right. We’re sick of the kind of behavior of certain
elements of the team, certain teams, and certain
spectators of those teams. So, if you’re going to play
in our league, here are the rules that you have to
abide by,’
‘And we are going to monitor this, and we are going
to take punitive action if this Code of Conduct isn’t
adhered to.’
And they did it and they actually punished people,
the offenders very quickly.
Very, very quickly the teams realized, if we don’t
conform, we don’t get to play football. And as much
as they wanted to win every game, their behavior,
because of this hardline approach did change.
There was a meeting at the start of the season
where all of the referee’s representatives from the
clubs – the managers, the coaches, all got together
and the framework of the league was laid out – this
is acceptable, this is not acceptable.
And here’s the process that we are going to take
in order to make sure that this is done. There was
agreement at that point everyone was in the same
room.
No one could say: ‘Well, I didn’t know I didn’t sign up
to this.’
And from a league perspective, this is the right way
to go about things.
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I’m in a WhatsApp group for that particular League
and the engagement from the referees is great. If
there’s any problems, it goes into the WhatsApp
group straight away.
And then obviously in real-time, there is support for
that referee.
That referee needs assistance in writing a report for
misconduct to submit to the County FA in order for
the correct punishment to be done.
They’ll do it, they’ll back the referee all the way.
Whereas some leagues are quite happy for the
clubs to hold all the power because every club
that is registered with the league is money for the
league.
And they’re quite happy to say: ‘well clubs you
behave how you want to abuse referees, they’ve
got red and yellow cards, they can sort it out
themselves. You just keep paying your subscription
to the league and we’ll just let you keep playing
football regardless of what goes on.’
And Liverpool Old Boys have said: ‘You know what?
We don’t want teams that will have a negative
reputation on our league.’
The perception of the referees in that league is that
it’s a marked improvement on what it has been and I
hold them up as a beacon.
There’s two entities at the moment that I say- ‘Look
at these two groups. This is how it should be done!’
As a league – it’s Liverpool Old Boys.
And as a county FA – it’s North Riding Football
Association.
They look after their youth referees, their programs
and what they have in place to bring referees into
and through the system and progress them as well,
is phenomenal.
I wish every county was like North Riding Football
Association. And I wish every league was like
Liverpool Old Boys.
And I encourage anybody that listens to this to go
on Twitter and look up those two and just follow
them, follow the work that they do, and take their
example as best practice.
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13. #RefPositivity [42:34]
Patrick Skene
And finally, you have a hashtag called #RefPositivity.
It’s shame that it needs its own hashtag.
Ant Canavan
Yeah, it’s a shame I don’t get to use it more often.
But, but in terms of awareness and positive kind of
attitude towards referees, whenever I spot a club
that have enjoyed a referees performance I like to
retweet that under the hashtag #RefPositivity.
And if anyone listens to this and you do have a good
referee, it’s important to acknowledge that as well
because referees do get good enjoyment from the
game and we know when we’ve had a good game.
In the same way we know when we’ve had a bad
game.

And no referee would ever jump on there to do that
to a player or a coach or a manager but very, very
quickly it seems they – players, coaches managers
seem to want to get on social media and it’s a
deflection.
We go back to what it was, it’s a deflection from
their own deficiencies.
If you are good enough to win a football match, you
don’t need the referee on your side so to speak. The
referee is impartial, he’s not giving anything one way
or the other.
He or she is out there giving their best possible
performance, calling it straight down the middle.
If you didn’t win and you thought you should have
done, have a look at your own players, have a look at
your own tactics before having a look at the referee
because the referee really didn’t influence the game
that much.

But it’s nice to get praise from the teams, from the
players and the coaches that you referee as well.
Sometimes it happens on the field of play at the end
of the game where you’re shaking hand hands and
‘nice one ref that was that was a really good game’.

14. How to find Ant Canavan and The Referee
Forum? [44:51]

And you say back: ‘Thanks very much It was good
game to referee’ that’s good.

Ant Canavan
There’s the therefereeforum.com We are sponsored
by backztitch.com which is also my wife’s business
she’s a clothing fabricator. We do custom clothes
and loads of referee designs on there. Get yourself
one of those T-shirts, hoodies, hats, all that sort of
stuff.
• Facebook: TheRefereeForum
• Instagram: therefereeforum
• Twitter: TheRefereeForum

But to see it on social media is nice, where most
people only seem to jump on to leave a mean
tweet, a negative tweet to abuse someone over a
performance.
The online negativity is especially bad when it
comes from official club accounts.
That really sickens me because it’s basically the
club saying: ‘We’ve abused the referee on the pitch
for 90 minutes but that wasn’t enough. So we’re
going to use our official online presence to abuse
them after the game has finished as well.’
No referee would ever jump on Twitter and say
a striker was crap for missing an open goal or a
centre-back should have made a tackle that led to
their opponent scoring if only they were a little bit
better.
You know that this is a very polite tweet and by the
way, not one swear word in that – you can tell I’m a
ref but it’s not vile, it’s not horrible. It’s not hateful.
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Patrick Skene
Before we sign off, how can people find you?

And I am on all of those as well.
If you want to follow me It’s Ant Canavan on all of
those platforms as well.
Patrick Skene
Well, I want to say congratulations you’re doing
heroic work. A voice for the voiceless in many ways
and you’re up there giving a muscular presence to
referees. Thanks for your time and keep up the great
work.
Ant Canavan
Thanks Pat and hopefully we can come back revisit
this in may be the end of the season or next year
and see how things have changed.
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Subscribe to
Play by the Rules
Come and join the 130,000+ subscribers to Play by
the Rules - it’s a great way to keep up-to-date with
safe, fair and inclusive sport.

Back Issues
You can access each back issue for this magazine by
visiting this page on the Play by the Rules website. All
the feature articles and significant news items are
listed here.

Share and spread the word
One easy way to keep up to date and support safe,
fair and inclusive sport is to share Play by the Rules
across social media. We post every day on Facebook
and Twitter and have audio files on Soundcloud and
an extensive collection of videos on YouTube and
Vimeo.

http://facebook.com/playbytherules

http://twitter.com/playbytherules
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Play by the Rules and
Sport Integrity Australia
courses in one place
We are delighted to announce that Sport Integrity
Australia will be partnering with Play by the Rules
to house our online training modules on the Sport
Integrity Australia e-learning hub.
As of 17 June, the Sport Integrity Australia LMS
(Learning Management System) will be co-branded
with Play by the Rules and will integrate the
following courses:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Revised Child Protection Online Course
Harassment and Discrimination Online Course
Member Protection Information Office Course
Complaint Handling Training
Inclusive Coaching
Creating an LGBTI+ Inclusive Club
All mini-courses.

hub creates a single destination for all sporting
codes and administration staff to access the
appropriate educational materials and training
on sport integrity and will vastly improve the user
experience in the process.
Bringing together the courses was a key
recommendation from the Wood Review, which
proposed a single identifiable education and
outreach platform be established to develop
and coordinate education, training and outreach
courses.
The Play by the Rules online courses will be
available on our website from
17 June 2021. The courses can be found at www.
elearning.sportintegrity.gov.au

Hosting the Play by the Rules online training
modules on the Sport Integrity Australia e-learning
Play By The Rules | Magazine Issue 39
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Our Partners
Did you know that Play by the Rules is one of the best examples of a Collective Impact approach to
addressing sport issues in the country? Play by the Rules is a collaboration between multiple partners.

To make Play by the Rules possible, we also work with

Click here for the
new eLearning hub
– a collaboration between
PBTR and Sport Integrity
Australia – now hosting all
integrity online courses in
one single click destination
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