
Rules that Catchers and Plate  
Umpires Need to Know… 

Know how to Make a Legal Tag  
     The definition of  a tag under Pro and NCAA rules is essentially the same. The 
Pro language reads, "A Tag is the action of  a fielder in touching a base with his 
body while holding the ball securely and firmly in his hand or glove; or touching a 
runner with the ball, or with his hand or glove holding the ball, while holding the 
ball securely and firmly in his hand or glove."  Sometimes a fielder will tag a 
runner with an empty glove while holding the ball in his hand. This is not a legal 
tag.  

     Perhaps the most controversial tag play in World Series history took place in 
the opening game of  the 1970 Fall Classic played between the Orioles and Reds 
when Baltimore catcher Elrod Hendricks attempted to tag out Bernie Carbo in 
the sixth inning after Ty Cline hit a chopper in front of  the plate. Hendricks 
collided with umpire Ken Burkhart while "tagging" Carbo with his mitt and 
holding the ball in his bare hand. The bowled-over Burkhart couldn't see the play 
and called Carbo out.  

    There have been various interpretations of  the tag rule over the years. MLB 
doesn't have a formal interpretation, only what is covered in the Official Baseball 
Rules in the definition of  terms under "Tag" as outlined at the top of  this section. 
But there are unofficial interpretations. Former ML umpire Joe Brinkman in his 
1985 book titled, The Umpires Handbook, accents the duration of  the play 
assessing if  a legal tag was made. He writes, "Make sure the fielder has 
complete control of  the ball throughout the tag. The fielder must have 
possession of  the ball when he comes away from the play."  

    Although Mr. Brinkman's interpretation makes sense and he has his share of  
disciples, it is not the official interpretation of  the "Tag" rule. The gray area here 
is does the fielder need to have possession of  the ball when he "comes away 
from the play"? What is the standard of  control?  

    With that in mind, let's look at the controversy surrounding this rule that 
erupted in Game Four of  the 2008 ALDS played between the Red Sox and Angels 
at Fenway Park.  With the score tied 2-2 in the top of  the ninth inning, the Angels 
had Reggie Willits on third and Erick Aybar at bat with one out and a 2-0 count. 
On the next pitch, the Angels attempted ... a suicide squeeze that went awry 
when Aybar missed Manny Delcarmen's inside pitch. Willits was hung-up as Red 
Sox catcher Jason Varitek chased him back to third base and tagged him  with 
the ball in glove a few feet from the base. Following the tag, Varitek tumbled to 
the ground. When he hit the ground, the ball came loose from his mitt but umpire 
Tim Welke called Willits out. 



    Angels' manager Mike Scioscia argued the control factor. He said, "It's like the 
guy who slides into the  bag. You put the tag on him. And if  the fielder drops the 
ball, there is a gray area there of  interpretation of what happened." The same is 
true on a play at the plate when there is a collision. The umpire delays his  call 
until he sees control by the catcher.  
            
     From this corner, Welke's call is supported by the definition of  the rule since 
the rule does not cover any  follow-up action after the fielder "touches" the 
runner although one veteran ML umpire said, "Nobody  would ever call the play 
that way. The call was made too quickly. It wasn't the right call."  The NCAA rule 
on "Tags" parallels that of  the Pro rule. Perhaps the NFHS rule 2-24-4 has the 
best  language. It reads, "A tag is the put out of  a runner, including the batter- 
runner, who is not in contact with      his base when touched with a live ball, or 
with the glove or hand when the live ball is held securely therein  by a fielder. The 
ball is not considered as having been securely held if  it is juggled or dropped 
after the   touching, unless the runner deliberately knocks the ball from the hand 
of  the fielder" (8-4-2h2). 

     In the above play because the ball was dropped after Varitek applied the tag, 
this would not be a legal tag             under NFHS rules because the ball was 
"dropped after the touching." High School coaches should make  their catchers 
aware of  this.      

             
Blocking the Plate (Obstruction)   
    
     Seldom is a catcher called for obstruction when blocking the plate without the 
ball when playing under Pro rules. And a runner is not called for interference 
when he makes malicious contact. Just ask Ray  Fosse and hordes of  other 
catchers over the years who have had their bodies  rearranged following  violent 
collisions at the plate. More on Fosse later. 

     By Pro rule 2.00 (Obstruction definition), a catcher/ fielder should be called for 
obstruction when he is not in  possession of  the ball and not in the act of  fielding 
the ball, and impedes the progress of  any runner. If  a fielder (which includes the 
catcher) is about to receive a thrown ball and if  the ball is in flight directly 
toward and near enough to the fielder so he must occupy his position to receive 
the ball, he may be considered  in the act of  fielding the ball and could block the 
plate entirely.  

    Notice that the Pro rule does not specify a distance from which the ball must 
be from the catcher or any other fielder when he is bUnder NFHS rules a catcher 
must allow access to the plate if  he does not have possession locking the plate 
without the ball. At what point is a catcher or a fielder "about to  receive" a 



thrown ball?   That's umpire judgment.  Although the rule gives catchers the right 
to block the without the ball, it puts them in harms way. 

    Under NFHS rules a catcher must allow access to the plate if  he does not have 
possession  of  the ball. It may not be the access the runner wants but the plate 
should not be totally blocked. From my perspective, unless a catcher is lying on 
the plate, how can he totally block the plate? At least high school catchers 
playing         under NFHS rules are protected by the malicious contact rule.  

            There appears to be an inconsistency with the way the rule is written in the 
NFHS Baseball Rule Book and the interpretation in the NFHS Baseball Case 
Book. In the NFHS Baseball Rule Book, a fielder is  not to block a base or plate 
without possession of  the ball. However, in examples and language given   in 
8.3.2 Situation I and 8.3.2 Situation L in the NFHS Baseball Case Book, the 
catcher is allowed to be in the baseline without the ball if  the "ball is in motion 
and a probable play is going to occur." Doesn't   that sound like the Pro rule?  

     Kyle McNeely, the 2010 chairman of  the NFHS Rules Committee, says, "You 
should look at the NFHS  Baseball Rules Book and the NFHS Baseball Case Book 
as one.  There is also an "Approved Rulings"  document to draw on. Regarding 
the obstruction rule, the fielder/catcher has to give some piece of  the  base the 
runner can get to."  

     There is no mention of  the word "motion" in the NFHS Baseball Rules Book. 
The NFHS Baseball Rules       Committee apparently wanted to remove the old 
term "imminent,” meaning when a play is about to occur  but the word "motion" 
was put into the Case Book. In essence, the NFHS and the Pro obstruction 
rule virtually parallel each other minus the malicious contact provision. Pro rules 
do not state "access" to the  base or plate as a requirement, but in reality, the 
runner has some access to the plate even if  it's not the            access he wants 
since the runner is often forced to take a circuitous route to  the plate and touch 
it with his  hand.  

    Of  the three playing codes, the one that appears the most protective for the 
catcher and the runner is the NCAA code which abides by the strict wording of  
the obstruction rule.  Unless the catcher/fielder has ball in glove he cannot block 
the plate even he is about to receive the throw. This does not preclude the 
catcher,          however, from moving away from the catcher's area to receive a 
throw up the line.  

        Let's say that a runner is advancing home from third base and the throw from 
the outfielder is up the third    base line a few feet. If  the runner is not knocked 
down by the catcher, there is no violation since each player was legally playing 
their position. If  the runner was knocked down, then obstruction would be  
called on the catcher.  




