Dirty laundry on the field: Penalties aplenty in young CFL season
By Jon Svec


There is something strange going on in the Canadian Football League.  Perhaps it is only strange for the fans—those who spend their money and time and energy on the game.  Perhaps, for those in the know, there is some sort of agenda being played out here—though we may never know the answer to that one.  All we are offered is a glimpse into the final product on game day, and what we are seeing right now is pretty tough to stomach. 

Week 3 of the 2014 CFL season saw more penalty yards (958) than rushing yards (885).  This article should stop there—that’s pretty much all we need to say about it.  Do fans tune in, I wonder, to see athletic plays by the likes of Andrew Harris, led by the blocking of some of the best athletes in the country?  Or do they, on the other hand, fire up a CFL game to watch lanky, bespectacled officials march off yardage at 15-yards a pop?  

The first two weeks of the CFL season saw 188 penalties, and in Week 3 that tally rose by 111 more.  In 2013, roughing calls and majors occurred at a clip of 3.8 per game, while the first two weeks of 2014 saw them at a rate of 5.9 per game—a 55% increase.  There are some of us who remember what it was like when a 15-yard penalty used to mean something, while these days they are handed out like barn cats.  

Please don’t take this as a plea for bringing back headshots, but let’s qualify that for a second.  Early on in the Calgary-Toronto game there was a roughing-the-passer call on the Stamps.  It looked innocent at first, but upon closer inspection the replay showed that Ricky Ray’s jaw was indeed grazed by the helmet of a defender—cue the 15-yarder.  If, however, you were to seriously examine that play, or any other play for that matter, you would see eight or nine linemen butting heads furiously in an attempt to reach, or protect, that same quarterback.  That’s not where the camera is pointed, however, so they will let those collisions slide.  

There is a letter and a spirit to every law, and following this one to the letter seems to be causing problems.  A pinky finger to the crown of a helmet is not going to hurt anyone—no matter what position he plays.  If the goal is to prevent injuries, perhaps the overkill of a concept—in relation to one out of 24 positions—is not the most egalitarian approach.  

Aside from roughing calls, flags in general seem to be flying at a ridiculous pace—so what’s going on here, and who is to blame?  The league and its puppets, I mean pundits, will have you believe that this is merely a case of early-season jitters, and that teams have been sloppy out of the gates.  Perhaps that is some of it.  


But what is the league’s responsibility here?  Good coaches, when they are racking up the penalties, will often offer up more than a, “Hey guys, let’s stop getting penalties”.  They will analyze what they are getting penalized for and why, and make adjustments accordingly.  If they are getting called for a lot of holds, then they’ll work on their blocking.  If they are logging a lot of pass interference calls, they will improve or adjust their coverages.  I wonder what sort of adjustments the league will make in order to quell this infestation of laundry on the field?

A good example is the newly reviewable pass interference call.  It played a big role in the game in Montreal this weekend, as Blue Bombers coach Mike O’Shea was able to successfully lobby for an uncalled pass interference violation, which resulted in an immediate touchdown.  Even after a number of replays, as is always the case with such plays, the proper decision was not a cut-and-dry one.  Gun to the head, I suppose it was pass interference, but it could have gone either way.  Those in favour of the new system will return to this one when they want to show how great the new rule is.  It let the refs “get it right”, and it led to a touchdown in a game that ended up being decided by one point.  But does the immense impact of the decision really prove its worth?  If we start to let coaches challenge holding calls, I am certain that the reversal of such a call will someday decide a football game, but is that really what we want?


The bottom line is that the enlightened football fan realizes that we will never, ever, get everything right.  A hold will get missed here, a pass interference there, yet somehow, in some way, life will go on, and everyone will move on to the next play.  The more we attempt to control everything and call a perfect game, the slower the game becomes, which causes the entertainment value to drastically drop.  Let’s keep our players safe—using common sense, not overkill—and then let’s let the players play.
