
 

 

To: Secretaries/Chief Executive Officers of Unions and Regional 
Associations in Membership of the IRB 

 
From: David Carrigy 
 Head of External & Member Relations  
 
Date: July 29, 2009  
 
Re: IRB Special Meeting of Council – July 28, 2009 
 IRB Council Decision 
 
Notice of alterations to the Laws of the Game – Law 3 
At its Special Meeting held on July 28, 2009 Council agreed to an alteration to 
Law 3 originating from Union Specific Experimental Law Variations.  The alteration 
which is for immediate implementation is attached as ANNEX ONE. 
 
Notice of alterations to Regulations Relating to the Game – Regulation 17 
At its Special Meeting held on July 28, 2009 Council agreed to hear an extreme 
urgency motion and agreed alterations to the IRB Recommended Sanctions Table 
in Appendix One of Regulation 17.  The alterations should have accompanied the 
Law alterations made at the Annual Meeting 2009 and required urgent attention.  
The alterations which are for immediate implementation are attached as 
ANNEX TWO. 
 
Yours sincerely,  

 
David Carrigy 
Head of External & Member Relations  
 
 
 



 

 

ANNEX ONE 
 
Law 3 Number of Players - The Team 
 
DEFINITIONS 
 
A Team.  A team consists of fifteen players who start the match plus any authorised 
replacements and/or substitutes. 
 
Replacement.  A player who replaces an injured team mate.  
 
Substitute.  A player who replaces a team mate for tactical reasons. 
 
 
3.1 MAXIMUM NUMBER OF PLAYERS ON THE PLAYING AREA 
Maximum: each team must have no more than fifteen players on the playing area. 
 
3.2 TEAM WITH MORE THAN THE PERMITTED NUMBER OF PLAYERS 
Objection: at any time before or during a match a team may make an objection to the 
referee about the number of players in their opponents’ team. As soon as the referee 
knows that a team has too many players, the referee must order the captain of that team to 
reduce the number appropriately. The score at the time of the objection remains unaltered. 
Penalty: Penalty at the place where the game would restart. 
 
3.3 WHEN THERE ARE FEWER THAN FIFTEEN PLAYERS 
A Union may authorise matches to be played with fewer than fifteen players in each team.  
When that happens, all the Laws of the Game apply except that each team must have at 
least five players in the scrum at all times. 
Exception: matches between teams of seven-a-side are an exception.  These matches are 
covered by the seven-a-side variations to the Laws of the Game. 
 
3.4 PLAYERS NOMINATED AS SUBSTITUTES 
For international matches a Union may nominate up to seven replacements/substitutes.   
 
A team can substitute up to two front row players and up to five other players. 
Substitutions may only be made when the ball is dead and with the permission of the 
referee. 
 
For other matches, the Union with jurisdiction over the match decides how many 
replacements/substitutes may be nominated to a maximum of seven (subject to Law 3.15 
when it may be eight). 
 



 

 

A team can substitute up to two front row players (subject to Law 3.15 when it may be 3) 
and up to five other players. Substitutions may only be made when the ball is dead and 
with the permission of the referee. 
 
3.5 SUITABLY TRAINED AND EXPERIENCED PLAYERS IN THE FRONT 
ROW 
 
(a) The table below indicates the numbers of suitably trained and   experienced players for 
the front row when nominating different numbers of players. 
 
Number of Players Number of Suitably Trained and 

Experienced Players 
15 or less 3 players who can play in the front row 
16, 17 or 18 4 players who can play in the front row 
19, 20, 21 or 22 5 players who can play in the front row 
Union Specific Variations Law 3.15  22 6 players who can play in the front row 

 
Union Specific Variations Law 3.15  23 6 players who can play in the front row 

 
 (b) Each player in the front row and any potential replacement(s) must be suitably trained 
and experienced. 
 
(c) When 19, 20, 21 or 22 players are nominated in a team there must be five players who 
can play in the front row to ensure that on the first occasion that a replacement hooker is 
required and, on the first occasion that a replacement prop forward is required, the team 
can continue to play safely with contested scrums. 
 
(d) The replacement of a front row forward must come from suitably trained and 
experienced players who started the match or from the nominated replacements. 
 
3.6 SENT OFF FOR FOUL PLAY 
 
A player sent off for foul play must not be replaced or substituted.  For an exception to this 
Law, refer to Law 3.13. 
 
3.7 PERMANENT REPLACEMENT 
 
A player may be replaced if injured. If the player is permanently replaced, that player must 
not return and play in that match. The replacement of the injured player must be made 
when the ball is dead and with the permission of the referee. 
 
3.8 THE DECISION FOR PERMANENT REPLACEMENT 
 



 

 

(a) When a national representative team is playing in a match, a player may be replaced 
only when, in the opinion of a doctor, the player is so injured that it would be unwise for 
that player to continue playing in that match. 
 
(b) In other matches, where a Union has given explicit permission, an injured player may 
be replaced on the advice of a medically trained person. If none is present, that player may 
be replaced if the referee agrees. 
 
3.9 THE REFEREE’S POWER TO STOP AN INJURED PLAYER FROM 
CONTINUING 
 
If the referee decides – with or without the advice of a doctor or other medically qualified 
person – that a player is so injured that the player should stop playing, the referee may 
order that player to leave the playing area.  The referee may also order an injured player to 
leave the field in order to be medically examined. 
 
3.10 TEMPORARY REPLACEMENT 
 
(a) When a player leaves the field to have bleeding controlled and/or have an open wound 
covered, that player may be temporarily replaced.  If the player who has been temporarily 
replaced does not return to the field of play within 15 minutes (actual time) of leaving the 
playing area, the replacement becomes permanent and the replaced player must not return 
to the field of play. 
 
(b) If the temporary replacement is injured, that player may also be replaced. 
 
(c) If the temporary replacement is sent off for foul play, the replaced player may not 
return to the field of play. 
 
(d) If a temporary replacement is cautioned and temporarily suspended, the replaced 
player may not return to the field of play until after the period of suspension. 
 
3.11 PLAYER WISHING TO REJOIN THE MATCH 
 
(a) A player who has an open or bleeding wound must leave the playing area.  The player 
must not return until the bleeding is controlled and the wound has been covered. 
 
(b) A player who leaves a match because of injury or any other reason must not rejoin the 
match until the referee permits the player to return. The referee must not let a player rejoin 
a match until the ball is dead. 
 
(c) If the player rejoins the match without the referee’s permission, and the referee 
believes the player did so to help that player’s team or obstruct the opposing team, the 
referee penalises the player for misconduct. 



 

 

Penalty:  A penalty kick is awarded at the place where play would restart. 
 
3.12 SUBSTITUTED PLAYERS REJOINING THE MATCH  
 
If a player is substituted, that player must not return and play in that match even to replace 
an injured player. 
 
Exception 1: a substituted player may replace a player with a bleeding or open wound. 
 
Exception 2: a substituted player may replace a front row player when injured, 
temporarily suspended or sent off. 
 
3.13 FRONT ROW FORWARD SENT OFF OR TEMPORARILY SUSPENDED 
OR INJURED 
 
(a) If after a front row player has been sent off or during the time a front row player is 
temporarily suspended, and there are no further front row players available from the 
nominated team, then uncontested scrums will be ordered. It is not the responsibility of the 
referee to determine the suitability of trained front row replacements nor their availability, 
as this is a team responsibility. 
 
(b) After a front row player is sent off or during the time a front row player is temporarily 
suspended the referee, upon awarding the next scrum, will ask that player’s captain 
whether or not the team has another player on the field of play who is suitably trained to 
play in the front row. If not, the captain chooses any player from that team who then must 
leave the field of play and be replaced by a suitably trained front row player from the 
team’s replacements. The captain may do this immediately prior to the next scrum or after 
another player has been tried in the front row.   
 
(c) When a period of temporary suspension ends and a front row player returns to the field 
of play, the replacement front row player leaves the field of play and the nominated player 
who left the field of play for the period of the suspension may resume playing in the 
match. 
 
(d) Furthermore, if, because of sending off or injury, a team cannot provide enough 
suitably trained front row players, the match continues with uncontested scrums. 
 
(e) An uncontested scrum is the same as a normal scrum, except that the teams do not 
compete for the ball, the team throwing in the ball must win it, and neither team is allowed 
to push. 
 
(f) When the referee orders uncontested scrums, during a match, as a result of a team not 
having suitably trained and experienced front row players in compliance with Law the 
referee will report the matter to the Match Organiser. 



 

 

 
(g) When a team does not have suitably trained front row players prior to the match such 
that contested scrums cannot take place the referee will order uncontested scrums. The 
referee will report the matter to the Match Organiser. 
 
(h) When a team does not have suitably trained front row players prior to the match such 
that contested scrums cannot take place a Match Organiser may decide that the match 
must not start. 
 
3.14 ROLLING SUBSTITUTIONS 
 
A Union may implement rolling substitutions at defined levels of the Game within its 
jurisdiction.  The number of substitutions must not exceed twelve. The administration and 
rules relating to rolling substitutions are the responsibility of the Union having 
jurisdiction. 
 
  
3.15 UNION SPECIFIC VARIATIONS 
 
(a) A Union or Unions where a match or competition is played between teams from two or 

more Unions, may implement variations to Law 3 .4 for matches below international 
level as set out in 3(b) and/or 3 (c) below. 

 
(b) When 22 or 23 players are nominated in a team there must be sufficient front row 

players to play at hooker, tight-head prop and loose-head prop who are suitably trained 
and experienced to ensure that on the first occasion that a replacement in any front row 
position is required, the team can continue to play safely with contested scrums. 

 
(c) A provision may be introduced that where uncontested scrums are ordered as a result 

of there being no suitably trained and experienced front row replacement for any 
reason, the team concerned shall not be entitled to replace the player whose departure 
caused the uncontested scrums. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

ANNEX TWO 
 
APPENDIX 1.IRB RECOMMENDED SANCTIONS FOR OFFENCES WITHIN 

THE PLAYING ENCLOSURE (REGULATION 17) 
 

Law 
No. Description 

Entry Point Based on 
Scale of Seriousness of 
the Player’s conduct, 
which constitutes the 
offending – 
Lower End (LE), 
Mid Range (MR), 
Top End (TE). 

Maximum 
Sanction 

6.A.5 
10.4(l) Verbal Abuse of Match Officials 

LE – 6 weeks 
MR – 12 weeks 
TE 18+weeks 

52 weeks 

6.A.5 
10.4(l) Physical Abuse of Match Officials 

LE – 24 weeks 
MR – 48 weeks 
TE 96+ weeks 

Life 

6.A.5 
10.4(l) 

Threatening Actions or Words at 
Match Officials 

LE – 12 weeks 
MR – 24 weeks 
TE 48+ weeks 

260 
weeks 

10.4(a) Striking another Player with a hand, 
arm or fist 

LE – 2 weeks 
MR – 5 weeks 
TE 8+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(a) Striking another Player with the 
elbow 

LE – 2 weeks 
MR – 5 weeks 
TE 9+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(a) Striking with knee 
LE – 3 weeks 
MR – 8 weeks 
TE 12+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(a) Striking with head 
LE – 4 weeks 
MR – 8 weeks 
TE 12+ weeks 

104 
weeks 

10.4(b) Stamping on an Opponent 
LE – 2 weeks 
MR – 5 weeks 
TE 9+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(b) Trampling on an Opponent 
LE – 2 weeks 
MR – 5 weeks 
TE 9+ weeks 

52 weeks 

Deleted:  

Deleted: k

Deleted: k

Deleted: k



 

 

10.4(c) Kicking an Opponent 
LE – 4 weeks 
MR – 8 weeks 
TE 12+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(d) Tripping an Opponent with the 
foot/leg 

LE – 2 weeks 
MR – 4 weeks 
TE 7+weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(e) 

Dangerous tackling of an Opponent 
including early or late and including 
the action known as the “stiff arm 
tackle” 

LE – 2 weeks 
MR – 6 weeks 
TE 10+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(e) 

Dangerous tackling of an Opponent 
including a tackle or attempted 
tackle above the line of the 
shoulders even if the tackle starts 
below the line of the shoulders 

LE – 2 weeks 
MR – 6 weeks 
TE – 10+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(f) 
Holding, pushing or obstructing an 
Opponent not holding the ball except 
in a scrum, ruck or maul 

LE – 2 weeks 
MR – 4 weeks 
TE 6+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(f) 
10.4(j) 

Dangerous charging or obstructing 
or grabbing of Opponent without the 
ball, including shouldering 

LE – 3 weeks 
MR – 5 weeks 
TE 9+weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(g) 
Dangerous charging or knocking 
down an Opponent with the ball, 
including shouldering 

LE – 2 weeks 
MR – 5 weeks 
TE 9+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(h) 
Tackling, tapping, pushing or pulling 
an Opponent jumping for the ball in 
a lineout or in open play 

LE – 3 weeks 
MR – 6 weeks 
TE – 10+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(i) 

Lifting a Player from the ground and 
either dropping or driving that 
Player’s head and/or upper body 
first into the ground whilst the 
Player’s feet are off the ground 

LE – 3 weeks 
MR – 6 weeks 
TE – 10+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(j) Causing a scrum, ruck or maul to 
collapse 

LE – 2 weeks 
MR – 4 weeks 
TE 8+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(l) Testicle grabbing or twisting or 
squeezing 

LE – 12 weeks 
MR – 18 weeks 
TE 24+ weeks 

208 
weeks 

10.4(l) Biting 
LE – 12 weeks 
MR – 18 weeks 
TE 24+ weeks 

208 
weeks 

Deleted: 2

Deleted: obstructing or 
grabbing of 

Deleted: i

Deleted: k

Deleted: k



 

 

10.4(l) Contact with Eyes or the Eye Area 
LE – 12 weeks 
MR – 18 weeks 
TE 24+ weeks 

156 
weeks 

10.4(l) Spitting at Players 
LE – 4 weeks 
MR – 7 weeks 
TE 11+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(l) 
Verbal abuse of Players based on 
Religion, Race, Colour, or National 
or Ethnic Origin or otherwise 

LE – 4 weeks 
MR – 8 weeks 
TE 13+ weeks 

52 weeks 

10.4(l) 
Any other acts (not previously 
referred to) which are contrary to 
good sportsmanship 

LE – 4 weeks 
MR – 7 weeks 
TE – 11+ weeks 

52 weeks 

 
In respect of offences not referred to above, appropriate sanctions may be 
imposed at the discretion of the relevant Judicial Officer, Disciplinary Committee, 
Appeal Officer and/or Appeal Committee (as the case may be). 
Notwithstanding the recommended sanctions in Appendix 1 and/or the provisions 
of Regulation 17.14 in cases where the player’s actions constitute mid range or 
top end of offending for any type of offence which had the potential to result and, 
in fact, did result in serious/gross consequences to the health of the victim, the 
Judicial Officers and/or Disciplinary Committees may impose any period of 
suspension including a suspension for life. 
 

Deleted: k

Deleted: k

Deleted: k


