Starting And Clerk Of Course

Starting

In terms of Pool deck duties this is probably the best of all.  It is over in around 15 seconds each time you step up – or is it?
From the casual observation of the role the job is in essence just the three magical words “Take your marks” followed by the buzzer.  Then you get to sit down and wait for the next race.
In reality it is much more than this.  Technically the job only starts each time when you receive the all clear from the referee by way of the extended arm (SW2.1.5 & 2.2.1).  The referee will stand wherever they feel they have best view and you need to adapt to each as they rule.  However if you are finding you can not complete your duties then you need to sort this out.  If before you get the all clear you spot something that technically does not come under your control a quiet word to the referee is in order.  The referee will then decide what to do.  You may or may not get an acknowledgement from the referee as they need to appear to all that they were on to it anyway.  Good communication between the starter and referee can save a lot of trouble later on.  Getting the all clear then you say something is not in order, maybe a swimmer in the wrong lane, does nothing for the smooth running of a meet.  
You have now got the all clear.  What is your job?  

Is it to disqualify any swimmer who breaches the rule?   Or is it to ensure that all swimmers get a fair start?

In terms of the role it is the fair start requirement (SW2.2.3).  So anything and everything you do contributes to ensuring all swimmers get a fair start. The power to decide if a start is fair is yours to make.  The referee can also decide but there is nothing to stop you making that decision.  So if a start is unfair for whatever reason what do you do?  If the signal has been given declare a false start.  Then sort it out.  The calmer you are the better for everyone.  The command itself needs to be clear and deliberate.  The ideal is for the swimmers to have taken up the position by the time you finish the “Take your marks” command.  Then you will be able to quickly set them away.  The less time the swimmers are held the more perfect the start will be.  It is hard to get the perfect start but they are possible and this should be your objective each and every time.  

For events started above the water swimmers can now basically be anywhere on the block as long as one foot is at the front of the starting platform.  Placement of hands is not relevant (SW4.1). 
For Backstroke (SW 4.2) swimmers are expected to take up their positions without delay and obviously it is from within the water.  Just as an aside issue and technically it does not fall under this rule but I mention it anyway is that feet/toes must be below the surface.  It is unusual these days to warn the swimmers particularly at Championship meets.  What you do at carnivals is yours and the referees business but at the big meets the rule is that the swimmer should know what they are doing – no warning.

The start itself.  The requirement is that the swimmers must be stationary (SW 4.1 and SW 4.2).  You need to be in a position that allows you to see all swimmers.  Usually this will be in a position of up to 5 metres from the pool end depending on the pool surrounds that allows good vision of the swimmers and allows the swimmers to and timekeepers to clearly hear (SW2.2.4).

You need to take a wide angle view.  It is no point in honing in on one or two swimmers – you will miss things.

When you push the start signal is a matter of judgement. As I said getting the perfect start is hard.  If a swimmer flinches you need to let them get settled.  Because a swimmer moves you should not panic.  Hold them then once the swimmer is settled let them go.  If you decide things have taken too long you still have the power to stand them up and start again.  Having stood them up you need to make an instant decision as to whether a swimmer has deliberately delayed the start as that swimmer can be disqualified.  If so you need to make a report to the referee who will then decide what action if any is to be taken (SW2.2.3). The referee is the only one who can make a disqualification for this offence.  In any event the swimmers should be cautioned reminded of the one start rule and the procedure started again.  This procedure is not regarded as a false start.
Disqualifications - In terms of starter’s roles and responsibilities any disqualification will be made for starting before the start signal is given (SW 4.4).  As you should all know if the start signal has been given the race continues.  If the disqualification occurs prior to the signal being given the swimmers should be stood up or in rare cases recalled.  The issue arises these days as who to disqualify.  Another issue is what constitutes starting.  This is not defined in swim rules so must be that the swimmer has set in motion.  Merely moving on the blocks in my opinion is not a start. 
Starters are responsible for filling in the DQ form.  Really there is no reason for delay.  It is your job get onto it.  You make the decision and do the paperwork.  In today’s climate referees generally do not have the luxury of debating with you.  You know what you have seen be decisive.  The referee and everyone else in the pool area will have an opinion but yours is one of two that counts.  The referee must watch the swimmers for the whole race so the better you are the better they are.  Just because a referee does not make any gesture or say anything to you does not mean that they have accepted the start as clean.  In fact they should be able to rest in the confidence that when they get back the form will be ready.    
Summary/Conclusion   

Each and every time after you have started a race you should review your performance.  If it was a good start you should be trying to replicate that each time.  If things went wrong you need to know why.  Was it you – if so make sure it does not happen again.  The one start rule puts more pressure on the starter.  Parents have paid a lot of money to get their swimmers to the meets particularly the Championships and if officials perform badly then everything goes to the pack.

The meets I enjoy most are the ones when I have been starter and have gone whole sessions and days without a disqualification and there have been no whispers around pool deck.  As I said earlier your job is a fair start.  Disqualifications are only an outcome not the main objective – this is secondary.  
Clerk of Course
This is a role that has diminished over time and really now is called marshalling at carnivals.  For the championship meets you will have a marshal and a Clerk of the Course.

Either way the role is still very important as this sets the whole tone of the meet and the main duty is to assemble (SW2.3.1) and brief the swimmers and if asked actually walk them to the starting positions.     
In this role you need to make sure the swimmers are present when called and inform them of their lane and race number.  Tell them what they are going to swim and relay any information you have been asked to relay.  Anything out of the ordinary and any special conditions should be told to them.  

Any swimmer who does not report should be notified to the referee (SW2.3.2) and is deemed a late scratching.  If finals are being operated a no show report should be completed and handed to the referee as with any other DQ form.
In terms of Swim New Zealand rules any swimmer who transgresses any of the generally accepted rules and behavioural standards while in the marshalling area should also be reported to the referee who then decides the sanction.  This may be a disqualification.

If while assembling the swimmers you become aware that a reseeding/combination of heats can take place then you should also report this to the referee.  In conjunction with the Chief Recorder the referee will then decide what will be done.  If any changes are made then it falls to you to make sure everyone knows but first and foremost let the swimmers know.

With this role you need to also need to stay calm.  Only release the swimmers when the race in underway as you not want them walking in front of the starter or handing papers to timekeepers when they should be concentrating on other things.   

Discussion
1. A start has been declared and a horn sounds out from the crowd before the swimmers hit the water.  Three swimmers are clearly seen to stop on emerging from the dive cycle.  What do you do if anything and why?
2. The swimmers are on the blocks and you have invited them to take their marks.  A swimmer starts and one swimmer immediately follows and after a significant delay two more dive in.  What do you do and why?
