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Welcome to Umpiring   
 

 

DΩŘŀȅ, 

 

Welcome to Australian Football, the most exciting, fast paced, hard hitting game in the world.  

Congratulations on your decision to pick up the whistle and help grow the game throughout the world.  

The game has achieved elite status in Australia, but is still at a grassroots levels elsewhere.  The efforts by 

ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘŜǎ ǘƻŘŀȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘŀƪŜƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜΩǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊǎΦ  Wǳǎǘ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƳŜƴ 

pioneered the sport in Australia, you have the opportunity to embrace their ambitious spirit and develop 

the game in your country. 

 

Australian Football as an Import 

The goal of AFL international affiliates is to grow the game throughout the world.  Your decision to 

become an umpire makes you part of an international community made up of over 50,000 players, 

coaches, and umpires.  How much that community grows will depend on the efforts and dedication of 

individuals like you. 

 

Most international teams, clubs and leagues are started by Australians living abroad, but attracting and 

maintaining new non-!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƛǎ Ǿƛǘŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƻǊǘΩǎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳ 

displayed by coaches and umpires will have a direct impact on those who are new to the game; as they 

will only return if their experiences are positive. 

 

The Challenge 

Australian Football is influenced by the standard of umpiring more so than any other sport.  The 

unique role of the umpire in Australian Football causes significant impact on the manner in which 

the game is played.  Good umpiring enhances the game as a spectacle, contributes to the safety of 

players and adds to the enjoyment by all who participate. 

The Reward 
Umpiring is vital to the development of the game, but will also lead to your own personal 
development.  You will gain confidence, improve your communication skills, increase your physical 
fitness and become a more effective leader both on and off the field. 
 
Thank you for your time, effort and dedication to growing the greatest game in the world.  This 

guide is your first step; enjoy the journey and all the best! 

 

Yours in Umpiring, 

 

Jim Cail 
AFL Manager, Umpiring Development 
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Common Australian Football Vocabulary   
 

Mark: A "mark" is another term for a catch, or controlling the ball and can be taken over the 
head or against the chest.  The ball must be kicked and cannot touch the ground or anyone 
else, and travel at least 15 metres through the air.  A mark entitles a player to an uncontested 
disposal of the ball or shot at goal.  The Umpire blows the whistle to signal a successful mark. 

 
Handball: A player punches the football with a closed fist off of their opposite hand. 
 

Disposal: A player correctly disposes of the football if he or she kicks or handballs the 
football.  Handing or throwing the football to another player is not allowed and will result in a 
free kick for the opposition. 
 

Shepherd:  A shepherd is using the body or arm to push, bump or block an opposing player who does not 
have possession of the football and who is no further than 5 metres away from the football at the time 
when the push, bump or block occurs. 
 

Legal Tackle: A player in possession of the ball is grabbed by an opposition player; legal contact is below 
the shoulders and above the knees. 
 

Out of Bounds:   The football passes completely over the boundary line or touches a behind post, but 
before doing so, touches the ground or is touched by a player. If any portion of the football is on or above 
the boundary line, the football is not out of bounds. 
 

Out of Bounds on the Full: When the football is kicked and passes completely over the boundary line 
without touching the ground or being touched by a player, or the football has touched the behind post or 
passed over the behind post without touching the ground or been touched by a player.  The result is a 
free kick for the opposition on the spot where the ball travelled over the boundary line. 
 

Goal: An attacking player kicks the football (from below the knee) through the 2 high goal 
posts without another player touching the football. 
 

Behind: The football crosses the goal line outside the 2 higher goal posts, but inside the 2 
smaller behind posts OR if a player from the defending team kicks, handballs, knocks or 
otherwise takes the football over the goal line or behind line OR the football touches or 
passes over the goal post or touches padding or any other attachment to the goal post. 
 

Kick Out (After a behind): Following a behind, the defensive team kicks the ball back into 
play from within the goal-square. 
 

 
Ball up: The ball is thrown up or bounced so that the centre players can contest the ball (similar 
ǘƻ ŀ ōŀǎƪŜǘōŀƭƭ ΨƧǳƳǇ ōŀƭƭΩύΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŘƻƴŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊΣ after a goal has been 
scored or when the ball has been trapped in a scrimmage. 
 

Free kick: A free kick will be awarded when a player has infringed a law of the game.  The most common 
free kicks awarded are for:  1) high tackle, 2) push in the back, 3) holding a player not in possession of the 
football and 4) holding the ball.  When a free kick has been awarded ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ ΨǎǘŀƴŘǎ ǘƘŜ 
ƳŀǊƪΩ (on the spot) where the free kick was given and play continues as with a mark.  Play continues 
when the player kicks, handballs or plays the ball other than over the mark.  In the latter situation the 
Umpire would call and ǎƛƎƴŀƭ ΨǇƭŀȅ ƻƴΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘŀŎƪƭŜŘΦ 
 

Play On: The verbal and visual instruction (arms extended to your sides, palms up) given by a field Umpire 
to indicate that: (a) a free kick or mark will not be awarded and play will continue; or (b) a player has 
attempted to dispose of the football other than in a direct line over the mark and the football is therefore 
in play. 
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Parts of the Ground   
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Positioning   
 

Centre Bounce or Throw -up 
 

 

General Play 
 

 

Centre Bounce or Throw-up 
The umpire should begin the bounce or throw-up by coming in with their back to the wing 
area.  After bouncing the ball, they should back away quickly, attempting to obtain a side-on 
position 20-25 metres away. 
 

Control Distance 
During general play situations, the 
umpire should endeavour to be 
about 20-25 metres side on to the 
contest at all times. 
This distance allows the umpire a 
good view of the immediate 
contest and of the players on the 
fringe of the contest. 
By maintaining this control 
distance, the umpire can move 
quickly towards the next act of play 
as the contest moves on. 
If the umpire is too close to play, 
focus often narrows on the players 
contesting the ball and awareness 
of the fringe players is lost. 
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Positioning   
 

Field Bounce or Throw -up 
 

 

Free Kick  
 

 

Free Kick 
The umpire lines a player 

up along an imaginary line 

between the centre of the 

goals and the spot where 

the player took the mark 

or was awarded the free 

kick. 

Field Bounce or Throw-up 
The umpire should always have their back to the centre of the ground.  After bouncing or 
throwing the ball, the umpire should back quickly away, attempting to obtain a side-on 
position 20-25 metres away. 
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Field Umpire  Indications/ Signals  
 

Beginning a Match  
The match begins with a centre circle ball up, similar to basketball.  When you can see that both 

teams are in position and you have confirmed with the captains from each team that they are ready 

to start, you can begin the match. 

To begin the match: 

1. Hold the ball directly over your head 

2. Blow your whistle 

3. Throw the ball up high in the air 

Go through the same process after each goal and at the beginning of each quarter. 

NOTE:  Only 4 players from each team may be inside the centre square until the ball has been 

bounced or thrown up. 

 
1.  Start the match / Quarter 

Hold the ball directly overhead with a long, loud whistle to indicate the match is 

ready to begin. 

 

 

 

2.  Quarter Time / End of Match 

Signal:  When time expires, at the end of each quarter, the timekeeper will sound 
the siren (if available).  If no timekeeper or siren are available, you will have to 
keep time on the field and blow your whistle in 3 consecutive short bursts, while 
holding arms above your head at shoulder width. 
Note:  Similar to the signal for a touchdown in American football. 
 

 

During the Match  
The following are the most common Umpire decisions and corresponding indications.  Each decision 
is to be made with a loud, clear whistle and the appropriate indication.  NOTE: in Australian Football 
when awarding a free kick the Umpire points in the direction of the goal that the awarded team is 
defending; this is the opposite of soccer. The use of the whistle and the indication should be 
performed in a confident, clear and decisive manner.  In addition, a verbal explanation of the 
decision should be given.  For example, άIƛƎƘ ǘŀŎƪƭŜΣ ȅƻǳǊ ŦǊŜŜ ƪƛŎƪ ƴǳƳōŜǊ р, TigersΦέ 
 

To award a free kick when a foul has occurred: 
1. Blow your whistle 

2. Use the appropriate indication to communicate the free kick 

3. Point with your outstretched arm in the direction of the goals that the team receiving the 

free kick is defending (opposite of soccer) 

Start the game 

End of quarter or 
game 
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Field Umpire Indications/Signals   
 

Indications - Common Infringements/ Free Kick s 
 

1.  High Tackle 

Definition:  Any attempt to tackle an opposition player above the shoulders will 
result in a free kick to the player who was tackled. 
Signal:  Blow the whistle, touch one hand to the opposite shoulder. 
Explanation: άIƛƎƘ ǘŀŎƪƭŜΣ your free kick number 8, CatsΦέ 
 

 

 

2.  Tripping (Low Tackle) 

Definition:  When a player trips, or attempts to trip an opposition player below 
the knees, whether by the use of hand, arm, foot or leg. 
Signal:  Blow the whistle, raise one leg and touch the shin with both hands. 
Explanation:  ά¢ǊƛǇǇƛƴƎΣ ȅƻǳǊ ŦǊŜŜ ƪƛŎƪ ƴǳƳōŜǊ мл, SwansΦέ 
 

 

3.  Illegal Disposal 

Definition:  When a player throws or hands the football to another player or 
when a player has not disposed of the ball legally when being tackled. For 
example, when a player punches the ball after dropping it or throwing it. 
Signal:  Blow the whistle, in a sweeping motion extend both arms straight out to 
your sides with a slight lean forward. 
Explanation:  άThrowing, your free kick number 1, BulldogsΦέ 
 

4.  In the Back 

Definition:  When a player pushes or tackles an opposition player from behind. 
Signal:  Blow the whistle, extend both arms straight out in front of you. 
Explanation:  άLƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪΣ ȅƻǳǊ ŦǊŜŜ ƪƛŎƪ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ф, SaintsΦέ 
 

 

 
5.  Holding the Man 

Definition:  When a player holds or throws an opposition player who is not in 
possession of the football, including after that player has disposed of the ball. 
Signal:  Blow the whistle, grip your shirt in both hands, at the waist. 
Explanation:  άHolding the man, your free kick number 20, LionsΦέ 
 

Holding the Man 

In the Back 

 Tripping 

Illegal Disposal 

 High Tackle 
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Field Umpire Indications/Signals   
 

Indications - Common Infringements/Free Kicks  

6.  Holding the Ball 

Definition:  A player who has had prior opportunity and does not immediately 
dispose of the ball by hand or foot before being legally tackled will be deemed to 
have been caught holding the ball.  NOTE: Players that have not had prior 
opportunity must be given a reasonable amount of time to attempt to kick or 
handball before being deemed to have been holding the ball.  Please refer to the 
Spirit of the Laws, 4. Tackling section. 

Signal:  Blow the whistle, start with your arms crossed over your chest, lean 
forward and extend your arms out at your sides to finish in a parallel position. 
Explanation:  άIƻƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ball, your free kick number 18, EaglesΦέ 

 

7.  Illegal Shepherd 

Definition:  When a player pushes, bumps, holds or blocks an opposition player 
when the football is further than 5 metres away or out of play. 
Signal:  Blow the whistle, stretch your arms out to your sides, parallel to the 
ground. 
Explanation:  άIllegal shepherd, your free kick number 9, BombersΦέ 
 

 

Signals ɀ Scoring (for assisting the G oal Umpire ) 
The goal Umpire has final decision when it comes to scoring, but the field Umpire assists when 

appropriate. 

1.  Goal 

Definition:  A goal is scored when the football is kicked completely over the goal 
line by a player of the attacking team without being touched by any other player, 
even if the football first touches the ground.  NOTE: If the field Umpire misses the 
call, then the signal is two hands behind the back. 
Signal:  Hold your hands, palms facing each other, at head height. 
Explanation:  ά!ƭƭ ŎƭŜŀǊΣ ƎƻŀƭΦέ 

 
 

2.  Behind (point) 
 
Definition:  A Behind is scored when any of the following occurs: 
(a) the football passes completely over the behind line or 
(b) a player of the attacking team kicks the football over the goal line but before 
passing over the goal line, the football is touched by an opponent; or 
(c) if a player from the defending team kicks, handballs, knocks or otherwise 
takes the football over the goal line or behind line; or 
(d) the football touches or passes over the goal post or touches padding or any 
other attachment to the goalpost. 
Signal:  Hold one hand, fingers pointed up, with your arm at a 45 degree angle. 
Explanation:  ά!ƭƭ ŎƭŜŀǊΣ ōŜƘƛƴŘΦέ 

Holding the Ball 

Illegal Shepherd 

 Goal 

Behind (point) 
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Spirit of the Laws   
In an effort to achieve consistency in decision-making, there is an emphasis on understanding the 
άǎǇƛǊƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿǎέ (i.e. the philosophies underlying the laws) and umpiring according to the spirit of 
the laws. 
 

FAIRNESS & SAFETY 
It is the spirit and intention of the laws to ensure that a match is played in a fair manner and to 
protect players from sustaining injury.  All breaches of the laws shall be penalised.  For coaching 
purposes, seven main areas (spirit of the laws) have been identified. 
 

1. Contest for the ball  
 

GENERAL PLAY 
άThe player whose sole objective is to contest the ball shall be ǇŜǊƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻΦέ 

 A player may be fairly met by use of the hip, shoulder, chest, arms and open hand and be 
pushed or bumped in the chest or side. 

 Solid but legal bumps are permitted. 
 

CONTACT TO THE HEAD 

 Contact to the head is considered to be illegal. 
 

HEAD OVER THE BALL 

 A free kick will be awarded against a player who bumps or makes forceful contact to an 
opponent from front-on when that player has their head down over the ball. 

Note:  

 ! ǇƭŀȅŜǊ Ŏŀƴ ōǳƳǇ ŀƴ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǎƛŘŜ-on but any contact forward of side-on will 
be deemed to be front-on; 

 A player with their head down in anticipation of winning possession of the ball or after 
contesting the ball will be deemed to have had their head down over the ball for the 
purposes of this law. 
 

 
2. Diving on the ball  

 

άThe ball shall be kept in motionΦέ 
 

Where a player elects to dive on the ball or, when on the ground, elects to drag the ball underneath 
his or her body and is correctly tackled, the player is to be penalised for holding the ball if he or she 
fails to immediately knock the ball clear or correctly dispose of it. 
 

3. Marking Contests  
 

άThe player whose sole objective is to contest a mark shall be ǇŜǊƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻΦέ 
 

Where there is incidental contact in a marking contest when the ball is the sole objective (eyes on 
the ball), play on will result.  When a player leaps early, the attempt must be realistic (i.e. he/she 
must be able to touch the ball). 
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Spirit of the Laws   

4. Tackling  
 

άA player who is tackled illegally while in possession of the ball ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀǿŀǊŘŜŘ ŀ ŦǊŜŜ ƪƛŎƪΦέ 
 

NO PRIOR OPPORTUNITY τ REASONABLE TIME 
άThe player who has possession of the ball and is tackled correctly by an opponent shall be given a 
reasonable time to kick or handball the ball or attempt to kick ƻǊ ƘŀƴŘōŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭƭΦέ 
 

 If the tackle pins the ball, a field ball up will result. 

 If a correct tackle or bump causes the player with the ball to lose possession, play on will 
result. 

 

PRIOR OPPORTUNITY τ IMMEDIATE DISPOSAL 
άThe player who has possession of the ball and has had an opportunity to dispose 
of it and is then tackled correctly by an opponent must immediately kick or 
ƘŀƴŘōŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭƭΦέ 
 

If a correct tackle pins the ball or causes the player with the ball to lose 
possession, (see picture to the left) a free kick will result. If a bump or knock to 
the arm causes the player with the ball to lose possession, play on will result. 

 

5. Ruck Contests 
 

άThe player whose sole objective is to contest the ruck shall be permitted to do 
ǎƻΦέ 
 

Where there is incidental contact in a ruck contest when the ball is the sole 
objective (eyes on the ball), play on will result. See picture to the right. 
 
 

6. Advantage Plays 
 

ά¢ƘŜ ōŀƭƭ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ƪŜǇǘ ƛƴ Ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ǇŜǊƳƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ team offended against to take advantage, 
provided play ƛǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƻǳǎΦέ 
 

Advantage can apply only to a free kick. It cannot apply to a mark. A guide as to whether play is 
continuous is that the outcome of the play would have been the same had the whistle not been 
blown. 
 

7. 50-metre Penalty  
 

άAfter a mark or free kick has been awarded, a 50-metre penalty will be awarded against the 
opposing team which unduly delays the play or abuses an UmpireΦέ 
 

An undue delay of the play includes: 

 Going over the mark before the Umpire calls play on. 

 Not returning the ball directly to a player after he or she has been awarded a mark or 
free kick. 

 Unduly holding up an opponent after that player has marked the ball. 

 A player not involved in a marking contest holds a player who has marked the ball or 
has been awarded a free kick. 


