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UNIT 1 -- ADMINISTRATION OF TRACK & FIELD 
OFFICIATING © 

 
 
Introduction  
 
This is the 2002 update of the Guide to Athletics Officiating, which was first presented to the National 

Officials Committee at its 1987 TAC/USA (now USA Track & Field) Convention meeting and updated 

once in November, 1992, and November, 1999.  It includes the 2002 rule changes for all the rulebooks.  

It is intended as an overview booklet to be distributed at Association certification clinics.  This resource 

offers basic information needed by the track and field official in the meet situation.  Unit 1 sets the 

historic and administrative foundations for the development of effective officiating practice.  Unit 2 

focuses on the information needed to officiate competitions on the track.  Unit 3 offers an overview of 

the basics for officiating field events.  Unit 4 covers the art of officiating a Race Walk competition.  Unit 

5 is in draft form and focuses on Long Distance Running and Cross-Country competitions. A series of 

figures are included to provide sample forms, illustrate best practice locations, and summarize some of 

the key rule differences between sanctioning organizations.  These are located at either the end of each 

unit or in the appendix.  The sanctioning organizations covered include USA Track & Field, International 

Amateur Athletic Federations, the National Collegiate Track & Field Association (and National 

Association of Intercollegiate Track & Field), and the National Federation of State High School 

Associations.  Thanks go to Lawrie Robertson who as Training Chair in the early 1990 and as continuing 

member of the Training Subcommittee has continued to help update and improve this manual.  This 

manual is intended for the new official but has information for the veteran as well.  As officials find an 

interest in a particular discipline they can find more details about that discipline in one of the 

monographs published by the Training Subcommittee.  They are available on the Officials website, 

which can be found from the USATF website at www.usatf.org. 

 
History of Track & Field Officiating  
 
The earliest evidence of competitive track and field dates back to ancient Egypt according to Peter 

Matthews, author of Track and Field Athletics: The Records.  Matthews traces the first organized track 

and field competition to 3800 BC in Egypt's Memphis.  He notes the following as other significant 

milestone dates in the competitive athletics' development: 

 776  BC First known Olympic Champion, Coroibos, is crowned 

 490  BC Battle of Marathon and Pheidippides famous run to Athens 

 324  BC First indoor athletics competition is conducted for Alexander the Great 

 1275 AD First reference to "putting the weight" 

 1837  First track built for footrace competitions at Lord's Cricket Ground, London 

 1876  First use of a starting pistol in competition 

 1891  First use of electronic timing 

 1914  Third meeting of the International Amateur Track & Field Federation issues first 

   international set of rules 

 1932  First use of photo-finish equipment to determine the order of finish 

 1979  Establishment of The Athletics Congress of the United States of America (TAC) 

 1992  The Athletics Congress of the United States of  becomes USA Track &  

Field (USATF) 
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Amateur Sports Act of 1978.  The federal Amateur Sports Act of 1978 established the basis for a 

separate national Track and Field organization.  By November 1980, Congress required the creation of 

autonomous national governing bodies for all sports participating in the Pan American or Olympic 

Games sports.  Each sport was to govern its own development and be chartered to serve as the national 

federation representative to the corresponding international governing bodies.  The principal effect of 

this legislation was the break up of the ninety-year dominance of the Amateur Athletic Union (A.A.U.) in 

eight major Olympic sports, including the sports of "Athleticsò.  It is better known as ñTrack & Field" in 

the United States and includes the disciplines of track and field, long distance running, cross country and 

race walking. 

 

Track & Field became the first of the Olympic-program disciplines to become independent of the A.A.U. 

with the formation of The Athletics Congress of the United States of America (TAC/USA) in August 

1979.  As such, TAC and now USATF serves as the national federation and as America's representative 

to the International Amateur Athletic Federation (IAAF.).  Headquartered in Monte Carlo, the 

International Amateur Track & Field Federation is the international governing body for Athletics which 

is how Track & Field is known in the rest of the world. 

 

Under the name, The Athletics Congress of the United States of America, this organization has served as 

the national governing body for these disciplines and as the United States member of the world governing 

body for athletics, the International Amateur Athletic Federation (IAAF), from its creation in August 

1979 until name change in December 1992.  At its 1991 Convention, the organization's members elected 

to change its name to one, which the general public could easily identify, namely, Track and Field.  

Effective with the December 1992 Convention, The Track & Field Congress of the United States of 

America, officially became USA Track & Field.  

 

Through its nationwide membership of over 2,500 clubs, schools, colleges, universities and other 

national sport organizations, USA Track & Field promotes programs of training, development and 

competition for men and women from ages 8 to 100 plus.  Working within its charter to be responsible 

for advocating for the interests and protecting the eligibility of its 75,000 registered athletes, USA Track 

& Field develops and enforces the rules of competition and administers a national program in athletics. 

 

Its 57 geographically based associations provide local administration of USA Track & Field programs 

services and governance.  Each association is chartered by USA Track & Field to govern through written 

by-laws and elected officers.  

 

At both the local and national levels, USA Track & Field is a constituent-based organization run by its 

members through the work of associations, standing sport committees, standing administrative 

committees (e.g., the National Officials Committee) and special purpose committee. According to its 

federal charter, at least 20% of the membership of all USA Track & Field committees should include 

active athletes.   

 

Administration of Track & Field Officiating  
 

Certification of Track & Field Officials  
 
National Officials Committee.  As the national governing body for the sports of athletics, USA Track & 

Field is responsible for training and certifying those officiating these sports through its National Officials 

Committee.    
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According to Section H (Officials) of Article 17 (Administrative Divisions) of the USA Track & Field 

Bylaws, the National Athletics Officials Committee shall: 

 

i Certify, train, and generally supervise officials of all disciplines of Track & 

Field; 

ii  Establish and monitor the overall requirements for the training and certification 

of officials; 

iii  Delegate to Association Officials' committees such duties as this committee 

directs; 

iv Develop and encourage the use of standard uniform attire to be worn when 

officiating; 

v Request, when appropriate, advice and reports from Association Officials' 

committees concerning the training, certification, and other activities that it is 

conducting; and 

vi Provide each Association Officialsô committee, when appropriate or requested, 

with forms, examinations, clinic programs and other material or know-how to 

assist the Association Officialsô committee in carrying out its duties. 

 

Certification:   Consistent with guidelines provided by USA Track & Field's National Officials 

Committee, each local USA Track & Field association is to elect or appoint an Officials Certification 

Chairman.  Each association chairman is to provide an ongoing program to train and certify the officials 

needed for athletics competitions throughout the geographic area served by the association up to the 

Master Level Referee position.  Progressive levels of certification have been established by the National 

Committee to recognize greater degrees of experience, training and demonstrated competence held by 

individual officials.  These are the Association, National and Master levels of certification.  

 

Certification of officials through USA Track & Field establishes the minimum standards of proficiency.  

Training and certification of track and field officials is central to USA Track & Field's goal to insure fair 

and safe competitive opportunities for its members.  The training and certification processes promote a 

serious and professional approach to officiating.  Seeking certification demonstrates the official's 

commitment to excellence, proficiency and personal development.  As the official gains experience, 

exposure to correct officiating practices and additional training, USA Track & Field recognizes this skill 

development through progressive levels of certification -- Association to National to Master. Each 

certification level is subject to review each Olympiad. Officials inactive or minimally inactive during the 

previous Olympiad may have a specific skill area or their entire certification level reduced by one level. 

 

Progressive Levels of Certification:  Prior to becoming a certified official, prospective candidates are 

encouraged to function at the Pre-Association level for one year.  This permits the novice official to gain 

a range of officiating experience and to appreciate the expectations and responsibilities inherent in being 

an USA Track & Field certified official.  The following minimum requirements have been established for 

each level of certification: 

 

Association: To become an Association level official, the individual is expected to attend a 

training clinic, satisfactorily complete an open book examination on the rules of 

all aspects of track and field and submit a completed certification form to the 

Association Certification chairman.   

 

National: After serving as an Association level official (preferably for at least two years), 

the official seeking the National level must submit a meet resume listing meets 

in which he/she officiated during the prior two years and indicate any clinic(s) 

attended during this period and meet any association requirements for attaining 
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the National level rank.  A National level official should be able to head up an 

event at a major meet in an association and work as an official at national 

championships. 

 

Master: The Master level certification is reserved for a limited number of the most 

outstanding officials who have achieved mastery in a specific area of officiating.  

Through experience, demonstrated competency and a commitment to high 

quality objective officiating, these officials have developed the skills necessary 

to serve in a leadership role in their area of specialization at a major national or 

international competition.  To be considered for this rank, the candidate must 

provide two written recommendations outlining their qualifications, one from 

each of the following:  (1) a current Master level official and (2) a meet director 

or coach.  As well, the candidate must present a meet resume listing meets in 

which he/she officiated during the prior two years, indicate any clinic(s) attended 

during this period.  Prior to submitting his/her application, the candidate must 

have a minimum of three years experience at the National level.   The candidate 

will be required to indicate his/her area of mastery from the following categories 

of officiating: A Master level official should serve in a leadership role to 

develop other officials in his or her area of expertise. He or she should be able to 

be a lead official at a national championship. 

  

 Starting     Race Walking 

 Track Events    Horizontal Jumps 

 Vertical Jumps    Throws 

 Long Distance Running   Multi -Events 

 

Master Referee: The Master level certification as a referee is reserved for a very small number of 

outstanding officials who have demonstrated their ability and competence as lead 

officials and who have a great deal of technical and practical knowledge of the 

rules of track & field.  To be considered for this rank, the candidate must (1) take 

an open book test on the rules for USATF, but also for NCAA and high schools, 

particularly where they differ significantly which is sent to the National Official 

Committee for correction and evaluation, (2) have a minimum of three years 

experience as a referee in the discipline the candidate seeks to be upgraded in, 

(3) two written letters of recommendation, one from a meet directors, and one 

from his or her certification chairs, NTO, ATO  or ITO; (3) resume of the last 

three years showing his assignments as a national level referee. Here are five 

discipline areas for certification:   

 

Track Referee   Field Referee 

  Combined Events Referee Race Walk Referee 

  Long Distance Running Referee (Including Cross Country) 

 

Qualities of an Effective Certified Official   
 
The effective certified official takes an athlete-centered approach and is characterized as a reliable 

individual, knowledgeable of the rules of the sport, able to objectively and impartially officiate each 

competitive situation, proactive and proficient in his/her duties, and ethical in his/her approach to 

officiating.  To this end, USA Track & Field has developed an Official's Code of Ethics (see Appendix 
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II) which outlines the appropriate conduct of an USA Track & Field certified Official.  Every USA Track 

& Field official should: 

 

1. Be punctual in commitment and in honoring assignments 

2. Dress appropriately -- There are two national uniforms.  The first is used indoors and depending on 

local choice during the spring and fall.  It consists of black shoes and socks, mouse gray slacks or 

dress, navy blue tie or scarf with thin red and white stripes, and navy blue blazer with nametag 

attached.  The tie can be purchased from a US Postal Service uniform store.  The other uniform is 

used during the summer and in some associations as the outdoor uniform.  It consists of white shoes 

and socks, khaki slacks, shorts or dress, and white shirt. 

3. Refrain from smoking in the vicinity of the event 

4. Refrain from consuming alcoholic beverages on the day of the event 

5. Be positive, and not rude; friendly, not companionable 

6. Never hamper, embarrass or berate fellow officials 

7. Know the rules of competition and their appropriate interpretation 

8. Ignore spectator and coaches comments 

9. Expect no compensation other than personal satisfaction, and 

10. Approach each meet as a "Prestigious Meet" 

 

 

Meet Planning and Organ ization For Major Competitions  
 

Pre-Meet Planning -- The Role of the Games Committee  
 
Organization:  Planning must begin well in advance of an actual event--ideally 12 to 18 months or more 

out.  Individuals involved in planning must discuss all aspects of the event and openly share their goals 

and expectations for the event.  Considerable thought must go into the development of a comprehensive 

plan to guide the philosophy and execution of event planning and implementation.  To quote Lewis 

Carroll's Cheshire Cat:  "if you don't know where you are going then any road will get you there."  

 

Planning a major athletics event should begin many months in advance.  Hosting a national championship 

often requires 12 - 18 months of advance planning for skillful execution.  As the primary planning 

vehicle, the Games Committee should involve a group of individuals representing a wide variety of 

disciplines.  Complementing the technical knowledge of the track and field community, games committee 

membership should draw upon experts in sports administration and event management, finance, housing, 

transportation, publicity, media and community relations, advertising and promotion, government, and 

sponsorship.   

 

Leadership:  Consistent leadership with the appropriate talents and discipline to detailed planning and 

follow-through are essential to the Games Committee's and the event's success.  To achieve this, the 

Games Committee should have a chair, secretary, and treasurer.   Skillful leaders delegate tasks in 

manageable portions to busy volunteers, offer a clear vision the desired outcome, and proactively 

anticipate needs and challenges.  They resolve issues, adroitly coordinate the skills of diverse talents and 

perspectives in a common direction.  They establish and enforce clear deadlines for achieving interim 

and final objectives, and keep the members energized and inspired to sustain their efforts throughout the 

entire planning period.  Generally, the person who initiated the original event concept assumes the Meet 

Director/Chair role.  However, if that person's talents and interests reside more in coaching than 

administration, they would be well advised to designate a Games Committee Chair with the requisite 

administrative talents combined with a thorough understanding of the sport to serve as Meet Director.     
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Structure.  This Chair acts as the central coordinator, keeping the Committee's work focused and on 

schedule.  The Chair assigns tasks, monitors their timely completion and maintains a big picture vision 

for event development.  In delegating tasks Committee volunteers, it is wise to follow the principle of one 

person, one job and to establish subcommittees to handle such complex tasks as: 

 Officials selection and assignments 

 Entries and registration (including credentials and communications) 

 Housing 

 Transportation 

 Sponsorship (includes a representative from prime sponsor and host institution) 

 Media relations 

 Hurdle and work crews 

 Equipment and materials (including track and field setup) 

 Hosting/Social Events 

 Awards and scoring 

More details about event and meet planning can be found in the Event Manual, which is available from 

the National Officials Committee. 

  

Work Program .  Once the Committee and Subcommittees are organized, a work plan and budget are the 

first order of business.    In developing the detailed work plan and schedule, it is useful to start with the 

date of the event and work backward to identify all important details and the time required to complete 

each (i.e., the critical path).   Regular meetings should be scheduled near critical deadlines to monitor 

each subcommittee's progress, assess emerging challenges, and direct resources to where they are most 

needed.   This plan provides the basis for establishing the event's budget, sponsor requirements and 

deadlines for ordering needed materials.   If the process covers a 12-18 month period, all critical items 

should be ordered and details completed at least 6 months prior to the event and deliveries scheduled 

with at least 6 weeks to spare.  This permits the final months and weeks to be devoted to the attention to 

detail, which transforms a good event into a memorable experience. 

 

Communications:  Effective communication establishes in the minds of officials, sponsors, the public 

and, most importantly, the participating athletes an expectation of excellence and confidence in the 

event's execution.   For example, major multi-day events require between 120 and 200 competition 

officials who must be notified of the opportunity to officiate far enough in advance for both a fair 

selection process and to set aside the required time.1   Steps would include coordinating with the National 

Committee to establish a selection committee, acquiring mailing labels of national and master level 

officials, issuing an invitation and application, notify selected officials of their assignments with an 

acceptance reply card, providing meet-related information (including housing options) and officiating 

schedule, and a final confirmation of arrangements.  The Games Committee should also arrange for the 

officialsô check-in, credentialing procedures, needed officiating equipment and refreshments and 

determine if a commemorative gift or special clothing will be provided. 

 

Entries and registration materials should be sent as early as possible to prospective competitors, club or 

schools, and coaches.  The entry information brochure or packet should cover such details as an entry 

form, declaration deadlines, any special procedures or rules applying to the competition (e.g., one false 

start), use and checking of implements, proposed meet schedule, housing and meals arrangements, 

location maps, and any qualifying standards. 

 

At athlete check-in/declaration each competitor's packet should include such items as: 

 

                                                      
1Included in Appendix is the National Athletics Officials Committee's recommended guidelines and time schedule for selecting officials for 

major championships and selection events. 
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 Event numbers and pins 

 Event instructions and procedures 

 Final meet and activities schedule 

 Diagram of the facility indicating key locations and support areas 

 Protest forms and procedures 

 Listing of competitors 

 Any complementary tickets 

 

Assigning Competitors.   Immediately following the deadline for receiving entries, the Meet Director, 

Referee, and Clerk of the Course should meet to establish the heat and lane assignments and establish the 

order for field events.2   If the entry deadline is sufficiently in advance of the event, this information 

should be then provided to those assembling the event program and competitor's packets.  Multiple 

copies of heat and lane assignments are needed.  Entry information is then ready for distribution to the 

clerk, announcer, finish line and starter or to the field event area during the course of the meet.  If time 

permits and wet weather is expected to be a factor, it is wise to consider the use of waterproof paper or 

multiple copies for the clerks and field event recorders. 

 

Information Coordination:   Efficient practices and the effective organization and coordination of 

efforts between the announcer, clerk, starter and finish line help assure that the track portion of the meet 

can maintain its printed time schedule and athletes can prepare for the competition.  A system of radio 

communications should be established between the announcer, clerk, finish line and each major field 

event area to permit last-minute revisions (e.g., scratches, adds).  Written procedures should be 

distributed to these positions describing how problems will be resolved, protests handled and information 

distributed during the meet.   The announcer should be provided with a written script outlining the 

announcements to be made with a specific time schedule for making each announcement, particularly 

event call times. 

 

Flow of Officiating Responsibility During the Meet  
 
Officiating Authority and Responsibility .   As noted, major multi-day events require up to 200 

certified officials, while less major events require a minimum of 40 experienced officials.  Figure 1-1A 

and 1B illustrates the range of officiating assignments to be filled, the flow of responsibility for 

supervising and reviewing decisions, and both the minimum and ideal (in bold italics) number of officials 

required.   As illustrated, each competition official is accountable to one of five supervising officials 

(Clerk of the Course, Starter, Chief Finish Judge, Chief Umpire, or the Chief Field Judge) who work 

under the direction and authority of the Meet Referee(s).  The Coordinator of Officials often carries out 

the non-officiating coordination role at a major meet. Using this information, Figure 1-2 illustrates an 

example of officiating assignment form. 

 

Meet Referee   
 

Once the competitions commence authority for the conduct of the competitions and meet schedule shifts 

from the Meet Director to the Referee. Often in major meets, to assure quick decisions, separate Referees 

are designated for track events, field events, events held outside of the stadium and race walk 

competitions (see Figure 1-B). The Referee is present to interpret and render decisions relating to the 

rules of competition, to decide all questions relating to the actual conduct of the meet, and to help 

document record performances. To maintain a positive athlete-centered philosophy of officiating, it is 

essential that this person be a very experienced certified official with a reputation for objectively 

                                                      
2See Chapter 2 for the description of how heats are to be formed and lanes to be assigned and the Appendix for sample forms. 
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interpreting rules; be free of influence from such extraneous factors as the athletes involved, popular 

opinion or prior history; and be able to make difficult decisions. 

  

The decision of the Referee is final in all matters and without appeal except in those meets or events in 

which a Jury of Appeals has been established for that special purpose.  If prize money is involved then a 

Jury of Appeals should be established.  Decisions of the Starter with respect to the legality of the start are 

also final but now can be appeal to the Jury of Appeals in USATF and IAAF meets.  The Referee has the 

power to decide on any questions relating to the conduct of the competitions for which no provision in 

the rules has been made.  The Referee is to review all reported violations and, when appropriate, to 

disqualify competitors.  The referee also reviews all protests, verifies all national and world records, and 

declares if an event is to be void or the schedule is to be altered.  Therefore, the Meet Director should 

fully inform the Referee of any special rules applying to the competition and supply the Referee with all 

information provided to the competitors or their coaches.   

 
Coordinator of Officials  
 
The coordinator hands officials questions and problems up to the time of the start of the competition.  He 

or she continues to hand the non-technical aspects of coordinating and caring for the officiating staff so 

that the referees can focus on the meet itself.   

 

Chief Officials  
 
Central to the Referee's ability to manage the meet is the delegation of responsibility to chief officials 

who provide leadership and coordination in the areas of: 

 Clerking 

 Starting 

 Finish Line 

 Umpiring 

 Multi -Events  

 Race Walk Judging 

 Field Events 

 Competition secretary/Computer 

 

Chief Clerk:  The chief clerk should be an experienced official who is well organized, flexible and 

creative, decisive and appropriately assertive, and able to communicate a sense of "calm control" in 

heated situations.  Prior to the meet, the Chief Clerk assists the Meet Director and Referee in establishing 

heats/flights and assigning competitors to lanes.  The Chief Clerk should take the lead in assigning and 

briefing her/his Assistant Clerks.  During the competition, the Clerks are responsible for checking out the 

facility to identify all starting lines, checking in competitors and verifying their lane assignments, getting 

redraws done and reassigning lanes due to late scratches, briefing competitors on the method of 

advancing and other vital information, checking competitor uniforms and numbers, gathering and 

escorting competitors to the start line on time, setting competitors in their proper lanes and helping to 

maintain the meet schedule.  A decision needs to be made depending on the size of the meet and the 

location of field event venue, whether the clerks will check in field event athletes or the individual event 

flight coordinators will do that job. 

 

Head Starter.  Assisted by two to three Assistant Starters, the Head Starter is responsible for identifying 

all start and finish lines, testing all equipment, positioning the Start crew to appropriately monitor the 

starting process, providing necessary starting instructions to competitors and assuring that all competitors 

have a fair start.  The Head Starter must be aware of any special rules applying to the competition (e.g., 
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imposition of the "no false start" rule in NCAA and high school competition), special equipment being 

used in the start, methods to indicate a Fully Automatic Timing system failure/recall, coordination/ 

communications with the Finish Line personnel, and other information vital to the smooth operation of 

the meet. 

 

Chief Finish Judge.  Having the lead responsibility for supervising the conduct of the Finish Line, the 

Chief Finish Judge is assisted by the Head Timer, the Finish Line Coordinator and the Photo Finish 

Panel.  The Chief Finish Judge assigns officials to specific places in order to determine the finish order 

of competitors and works with the Head Timer to assure that all competitors receive an official time and 

place.  The Chief Finish Judge observes the finish and renders a decision only in the case of a 

disagreement over the order of finish.   

 

Similarly, the Head Timer assigns timers by place, observes the finish and renders a decision only in the 

case of a disagreement in the assignment of times to places.  The Head Timer should start a watch with 

each race to assure a backup time should a timer fail to start his/her watch with the smoke of the Starter's 

pistol.  When possible, the timers and judges should stand on an elevated stand at least 16 feet back from 

the finish line.  When more than one timer and/or finish judge has been assigned to a place, if feasible, 

these officials should be divided evenly on both sides of the track. 

 

It is recommended that the most experienced timers and finish judges be assigned to places three through 

six (i.e., the most difficult to time and pick).  An adequate cadre of officials permitting, it is 

recommended that separate recorders be designated to gather and record all times and places in a 

consistent order (e.g., first place, then second place, ...).  This approach facilitates the finish process and 

keeps the meet on schedule by permitting the timers and finish judges to quickly return to their positions 

ready for the next event.  Meanwhile, the recorders compile the results and turn them over to the Photo 

Finish Panel.    

 

Where an approved photographic or fully automatic timing (FAT) device operates properly at the finish, 

the film, or picture must be reviewed by the Photo Finish Panel before a final decision as to the official 

order of finish is made.  No announcement as to the order of finish should be made prior to this review by 

the Photo Finish Panel.  The photo, copy of computer disk and the Panel's findings are attached to the 

recorders' results and submitted to the meet competition secretary.  These should be kept in a file by the 

Meet Director for reference by the Jury of Appeals (in the case of a protest) and as part of the 

documentation of the meet. 

 

While the times and places are being recorded, the Finish Line Coordinator raises a red flag from the 

middle of the track.  As soon as the timers and judges have returned to their positions and the Chief 

Finish Judge indicates that the Finish Line area is ready, the Finish Line Coordinator raises a white flag 

to indicate to the Starter that the Finish Line is prepared for the next event. 

 

Chief Umpire:  Directly responsible to the Referee, the Chief Umpire supervises all umpires assigned to 

observe competitions on the track and roads (including race walk competitions).  The Chief Umpire 

ensures that each umpire is properly positioned to observe all portions of the track.  When one or more 

umpires observe a possible violation, a yellow flag is raised to indicate a desire to consult with the Chief 

Umpire.  Each umpire who observed the incident then independently prepares a written report.  An 

uninvolved umpire can assist the involved umpires by raising her/his yellow flag while the written 

incident report is prepared.  If after discussing the incident with the umpire(s) the Chief Umpire is 

satisfied that a possible violation has been observed and sufficiently documented by the umpire's written 

report, she/he signs the form and turns it over to the Referee for a decision.  The Chief Umpire and 

individual umpires are assistants to the Referee.  As such, they have no power to render decisions. 
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Chief Race Walking Judge.   Working with the Race Walk or Meet Referee, the Chief Race Walking 

Judge is responsible for coordinating the assignment of judges and their card runners, the Chief Judge's 

recorder and disqualification posting board staff.  The Chief Walking Judge is the sole person 

empowered to remove a disqualified competitor from the competition.  Along with the other walking 

judges, the Chief Judge actively observes the legality of the walker's technique.   

 

Each judge, acting independently, may warn a competitor on the verge of violating one of race walking's 

two rules (i.e., the advancing leg must straighten from the moment of first contact with the ground until 

the leg is in the vertical upright position and the walker must maintain continuous contact with the 

ground to the human eye) or issue a warning card if the walker is violating these rules.  A red warning 

card may be issued at any time without a preliminary verbal warning being issued, but it is preferable to 

issue a warning prior to issuing a red warning card.  If three separate judges issue a red warning card on 

the same competitor, the Chief Race Walking Judge informs the competitor by issuing a red paddle and 

that competitor is to remove his number and immediately leave the competition.   

 

As with all other track competitions, the umpires are responsible for observing such violations as 

jostling, impeding, leaving and returning to the competition area and unsportsmanlike conduct.  If these 

violations are observed, the umpire is reporting them in the normal manner.  However, only trained 

certified race walking judges are permitted to render decisions relating to the legality of a walker's 

technique.  The timely decision of the judge is final and without appeal. 

 

Chief Field Judge:  The Chief Field Judge insures that all implements, circles, runways and landing 

areas are in accordance with the rules of competition.  As the supervisor of field event officials, the Chief 

Judge directs the head officials for each event and reports possible violations to the Referee.  The Chief 

Field Judge assists the Referee in measuring all potential record performances and oversees the work of 

the implement weigh-in officials and wind gauge operator for field events. 

 

Competition Secretary: The competition secretary (called a scorer in NCAA and high school rulebooks) 

prepares the entrants and start lists and other worksheets for use by other officials working closely with 

the Clerk of the Course and the Referee in the reformation of heats and the preparation of start lists for 

subsequent rounds of competitions.  The competition secretary also collects the results of each events and 

other documentation (photos, disks, protests, and field sheets) and consolidates and scores the meet.  As 

soon as possible the competition secretary will communicate the formal results to the Announcer, Press 

Steward and other appropriate officials.  The competition secretary will organize the paper work and 

turns it over to the meet director. 

 

Meet Support  
 

Referring back to Figure 1-1, a major portion of the labor required to effectively manage a meet requires 

highly skilled, but not necessarily certified, personnel.  These positions fall within the category of meet 

support and are responsible to the Meet Director.  Although not competition officials, these support 

positions play an important role in ensuring the smooth operation of the meet.  These positions include 

the announcer, press steward, physician, field communications personnel, marshals, performance board 

operators, recorders of records, and hurdle and work crews. 

 

Announcer:  In the fewest possible words, the announcer is to inform the public and competitors with 

only that relevant information which is required to introduce competitors, permit the meet to proceed on 

schedule and announce the results.  The actions of the competitors should speak for themselves.  Thus, 

the truly professional announcer understands that it is inappropriate to arouse crowd emotions for one 

competitor over another, comment on officiating decisions or to provide information to competitors 
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which might influence the outcome of the competition.  To ensure that all announcements are made on 

schedule, it is wise to provide the announcer with a script outlining what announcements are to be made 

and when they are to be made.  Methods for quickly communicating between the announcer and the 

Clerk, Starter, Chief Field Judge and Chief Finish Judge and the various field venues should be in place. 

 

Press Steward:   The Press Steward collects the results, including all times, places, distances, heights 

and wind readings.  These are organized to provide the Meet Competition secretary, Announcer, Press 

and the Recorder of Records with a centralized location for results and meet information. 

 

Marshals:  A cadre of Marshals should be assigned to oversee the competition areas and keep them clear 

of those not directly involved in the competition or its officiating.  They are to permit only officials, 

competitors and appropriate credentialed personnel with the competition area or course. 

 

Hurdle and Work Crews:  Hurdle and work crews should be provided to move equipment or assist with 

repairs.  These positions are essential to maintaining the meet schedule and the proper setup of all 

equipment, implements, and competition areas.  Prior to the start of competitions, the Meet Director 

should provide the Hurdle Crew a schedule for their activities and the specifications for each hurdle 

event. 

For a multiday meet the work or field crew needs to be more than just equipment people.  They need to 

know the events and thus how each venue should be set up.  This group will normally be headed by the 

Technical Manager whose role it is to make sure that the track and venues are ready for competition.  

The importance of this person is now recognized as there is an officials' category for Technical Manager.   

Details of this role can be found in the USATF National Officials Committee's monograph of the same 

title. 

 

Stewards: Stewards are assigned, when needed, to supplement competition officials for less 
technical or non technical roles, particularly in large meets when there is a shortage or limit of 
competition officials. They can be certified officials or volunteers.  
 
For throws : a) During the warm -up period may help as retriever. b) When needed, will 
accompany athlete to see coaches, to and back from the rest room, or back to clerking or 
training area. At major events an officia l must accompany athletes at all times after check-in.  
Needed: Normally at least one for every 5-8 athletes in an event. 
 
For jumps: When needed will accompany athlete to see coaches, to and back from the rest 
room, or back to clerking or training area. A t major events an official must accompany athletes 
at all times after check-in.  
Needed: Normally at least one for every 5-8 athletes in an event. 
 
For track: Usually available at clerking areas, if needed, and at finish line to escort athletes. Can 
be used as drug couriers. Can be used to supplement clerks as clerking assistants. 
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Figure 1-1a 

Meet Organization w/o Field Referee 
 

Meet Director

 Jury of  Appeals
(Championship Meets Only)

Starter Meet Referee Race Walk Referee

Recall Starters (1 - 4) Race Walk Judges (5 - 6)

Disqualification Board (1 - 2)

Chief Clerk Lap Time Recorders (4 or more)

Assistant Clerks (2 - 4)

Chief Finish Judge Chief Umpire Chief Field Judge Other Meet Support Staff

Finish Judges (9 - 21) Umpires (4 -  64) High Jump (2 - 4) Announcer (1-2)

Lap Scorers (1 or more) Pole Vault (2 - 4) Meet Scorer (1)

Chief Timer Long Jump (2 - 4) Press Steward (1-2)

Timers (9 - 21) Triple Jump (2 - 4) Performance Board Operators (2 - 8)

Finish Line Coordinator Hammer Throw (4 - 6) Marshals (6 - 12)

Photo Finish Panel (F.A.T.) Shot Put (4 - 6) Custodian and Work Crew (2 - 8)

Discus (4 - 6) Hurdle Crew (4 - 10)

Javelin Throw (4 - 6) Custodian of Prizes and Awards (1)

Coordination Relationships Wind Gauge (1 - 2) Recorder of Records (1)

Formal Authority Relationships Inspector(s) of Implements (1 - 2) Doctor (1)
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Figure 1-1b 

Meet Organization with Field Referee 
 

Meet Director

 Jury of  Appeals
(Championship Meets Only)

Starter Track Referee Field Referee Race Walk Referee

Recall Starters (1 - 4) Race Walk Judges (5 - 6)

Disqualification Board (1 - 2)

Chief Clerk Lap Time Recorders (4 or more)

Assistant Clerks (2 - 4)

Chief Finish Judge Chief Umpire Chief Field Judge Other Meet Support Staff

Finish Judges (9 - 21) Umpires (4 -  64) High Jump (2 - 4) Announcer (1-2)

Lap Scorers (1 or more) Pole Vault (2 - 4) Meet Scorer (1)

Chief Timer Long Jump (2 - 4) Press Steward (1-2)

Timers (9 - 21) Triple Jump (2 - 4) Performance Board Operators (2 - 8)

Finish Line Coordinator Hammer Throw (4 - 6) Marshals (6 - 12)

Photo Finish Panel (F.A.T.) Shot Put (4 - 6) Custodian and Work Crew (2 - 8)

Discus (4 - 6) Hurdle Crew (4 - 10)

Javelin Throw (4 - 6) Custodian of Prizes and Awards (1)

Coordination Relationships Wind Gauge (1 - 2) Recorder of Records (1)

Formal Authority Relationships Inspector(s) of Implements (1 - 2) Doctor (1)
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Figure 1-2 

OFFICIALS ASSIGNMENT FORM 

 
Meet:       Date:      Officials Coord.   

Track Referee     Walk Referee      Field Referee   

Starter      Recaller      Recaller   

Chief Clerk     Assistant Clerk      Assistant Clerk   

Chief Finish Judge     Chief Umpire      Chief Field Judge   

Place  Finish Judge    Umpire   Area #  Implement Weigh-in  

           1     

           2  Wind Gauge (Track)  

           3  Wind Gauge (Field)  

           4  Long Jump Chief   

           5     

           6     

           7  Triple Jump Chief   

           8     

           9     

           10  High Jump Chief   

           11     

           12     

           13  Pole Vault Chief   

           14     

           15     

           16  Hammer Chief   

Chief Timer     Finish Line Coord.         

Place  Timer  Watch #  Photo Panel         

             Javelin Chief   

                

       Chief Judge         

       Race Walk Judge   Jud. #  Shot Put Chief   

           1     

           2     

           3  Discus Chief   

           4     

           5     

           6     
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Figure 1-2 (cont.) 

 

OFFICIALS ASSIGNMENT FORM 

 
             Technical Manager   ____________________ 

Place  Timer    Watch #         

       Lap Score Chief      Disqualification Board 
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Figure 1-3 

EVENTS & MAKE-UP OF HEATS 
 

INDOOR EVENTS OUTDOOR EVENTS  Number  Maximum Number  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

             

  Distance Reporting or in Final           

50 Meters 100 Meters             

55 Meters 200 Meters 1500   17   12            

60 Meters 400 Meters 3000   19   14            

300 Meters 800 Meters 5000   21   16            

400 Meters 1000 Meters 10000   25   Section of not more         

500 Meters 1500 Meters   than 24          

600 Meters 2000 Meters             

800 Meters 3000 Meters             

1000 Meters 5000 Meters  1 2 3         

2000 Meters 10,000 Meters  6 5 4         

3000 Meters 100 Meter Hurdles  7 8 9         

5000  Meters 1100 Meter Hurdles  12 11 10         

50 Meter Hurdles 400 Meter Hurdles  13 14 15         

55 Meter Hurdles 3000 Meter Steeplechase 18 17 16         

60 Meter Hurdles 1 Mile  19 20 21         

   24 23 22         

INDOOR EVENTS OUTDOOR EVENTS             

              

800 Meters   (4 x 200) 400 Meters   (4 x 100)             

1600 Meters (4 x 400) 800 Meters   (4 x 200)             

3200 Meters (4 x 800) 1600 Meters (4 x 400)             

6000 Meters (4 x 1500) 3200 Meters (4 x 800)             

1100 Meter Sprint 
Medley  

6000 Meters (4 x 1500)             

4000 Meter Distance 
Medley  

1600 Meter Sprint Medley            

 4000 Meter Distance Medley            

 440 Meter Shuttle Hurdles            

 



 

 
 
 
 

National Officials Committee  
Of USA Track & Field  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

A Guide for USA Track and Field Officiating  
(2002, Version 4) 

 
 

Unit 2 
Officiating Track Events 
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UNIT 2 -- OFFICIATING TRACK EVENTS  
 
 

Introduction 
 
Track and Field competitions during the year are divided between the indoor and outdoor seasons.  In the United States, 

the indoor season generally starts in December and concludes with the championships in late February or early March.  

American outdoor competitions are held from February through early August, with the European season concluding in 

September.   

 

Rules for each venue vary only slightly, but the facilities hosting the competitions are very different.  Although the 

specific rules governing the composition of indoor facilities offer a great deal of latitude, outdoor running and walking 

record performances may only be established on an unbanked track composed of a substance on which normal running 

spikes can be used.  The rules are quite specific concerning records.  Indoor records may only be established where the 

track circumference does not exceed 220 yards.  Outdoor records may only be set on a track where the radius of the 

outside lane does not exceed 60 meters.  For races of 200 meters or greater, record performances must take place on a 

track which does not exceed 440 yards in circumference, and the race must have started on some part of that 

circumference.3  

 

While there are differences between the events held for male, female, youth, masters and disabled athletes, generally the 

track events where record performances are kept are: 

 

INDOOR EVENTS OUTDOOR EVENTS 

  

50 Meters 500 Yards 100 Meters 2000 Meters 

55 Meters 500 Meters 200 Meters 3000 Meters 

60 Meters 600 Yards 400 Meters 5000 Meters 

200 Meters 600 Meters 800 Meters 10000 Meters 

220 Yards  800 Meters 1000 Meters 100 Meter Hurdles 

300 Yards 880 Yards 1500 Meters 110 Meter Hurdles 

300 Meters 1000 Yards 1 Mile 400 Meter Hurdles 

400 Meters 1000 Meters   

440 Yards 50 Yard Hurdles   

1500 Meters 50 Meter Hurdles   

1 Mile 55 Meter Hurdles   

2000 Meters 60 Yard Hurdles   

2 Miles 60 Meter Hurdles   

5000 Meters    

 

Indoor race walk competitions range from 1500 meters to 10,000 meters, and outdoor race walk competitions on the 

track generally range from 1500 meters to 20,000 meters. 

 

                                                      
3The exception is the Steeplechase event where the water jump may be placed either inside or outside the circumference of the track. 
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In addition, national record performances are recognized for the following relay events 

  

INDOOR EVENTS OUTDOOR EVENTS 

  

  800 Meters   (4 x 200)   400 Meters   (4 x 100) 

1600 Meters (4 x 400)   800 Meters   (4 x 200) 

3200 Meters (4 x 800) 1600 Meters (4 x 400) 

6000 Meters (4 x 1500) 3200 Meters (4 x 800) 

1100 Meter Sprint Medley (400-200-200-300) 6000 Meters (4 x 1500) 

4000 Meter Distance Medley (400-800-1200-

1600 or 800-400-1200-1600) 

1600 Meter Sprint Medley (400-200-200-

800 or 200-200-400-800) 

 4000 Meter Distance Medley (400-800-

1200-1600 or 800-400-1200-1600 or1200-

400-800-1600 or1200-800-400-1600) 

 440 Meter Shuttle Hurdles  (4x110) 

 

Officiating Positions and Responsibilities 
 

Clerk of the Course 
 

The Clerk of the Course is responsible for maintaining the track time schedule, checking in competitors, gathering 

athletes prior to the competition, assigning lanes, providing adequate preliminary instructions, and escorting 

competitors to the starting line to place them in their correct lanes.  Thus, the Clerk must be a well-organized person 

with able assistants to carry out each assignment in a manner, which contributes to a fair and positive experience for 

each competitor.  When changes occur, it is important that the Clerk have the procedures and means to provide this 

information to the announcer and finish line.  

 

The Clerk must be knowledgeable of the rules governing the forming of heats and assigning lanes.  For races run 

partially or completely in lanes, the number of heats required is determined by dividing the number of entered 

competitors by the number of available lanes on the track (races through 800 meters and relays through the 4 x 400 

meters).  Central to forming heats is to weigh "place" first and "time" second.  Each group of place winners is seeded as 

a unit by their times--first seeding winners, then second place competitors, then third and so on.  If two runners from the 

same team fall within the same heat, the slower person should be moved to another heat. Lanes are drawn by lot in the 

first round for races run entirely or partially in lanes when quarterfinals or semifinals are conducted.  For all other 

rounds, two draws are made. The first draw is for athletes achieving the four best times in each heat (assuming an 8-lane 

track), and these competitors are drawn for assignment to lanes 3, 4, 5 or 6. The second draw is for the four slower 

advancing competitors to determine the assignments of lanes 1, 2, 7 and 8.  With the track meet computer programs now 

available, the competition secretary rather than the clerk normally handles this function at most meets.  

 

For longer distance events the following table provides the guidance for determining heat size and the number of 

competitors assigned to each heat: 

 

Distance Number Reporting Maximum for a Final  

1500   16 or more 12   

3000   18 or more   14   

5000   20 or more  16   

10000   24 or more  Sections of not more than 24 per section 
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Forming Heats and Determining Lane Assignments  
 

As illustrated in clinic slides in the Appendices, when preliminary heats/races are used to narrow the field for a fair 

final, the following procedure is to be used: 

 

1. List Entrants in Order of Performance.  Declared contestants are listed by best performance in a continuum 

from fastest to slowest. 

 

2. Assign Competitors to Heats.  Starting with the fastest performance and working toward the slowest, each 

competitor is assigned to a separate heat moving left to right and then right to left (i.e., serpentining) until all 

competitors are assigned to a heat.  For example: 

 

 Total of 23 declared competitors and 8 lanes leading to two heats of 8 competitors each and one heat of 7 

competitors. 

        FASTEST   -->               SLOWEST 

 1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8-9-10-11-12-13-14-15-16-17-18-19-20-21-22-23 

 

 Heat 1   Heat 2   Heat 3    

   

1 2 3 

6 5 4 

7 8 9 

12 11 10 

13 14 15 

18 17 16 

19 20 21 

 23 22 

 

 Qualifying:   If hand timed then the first five finishers in each heat plus the next fastest competitor advance 

to the semi-final round.  If automatic timing then the first four finishers in each heat plus the next four best 

times will advance. 

 

3. Assign Heat's Competitors to Lanes.  Once the heats are filled, lanes are assigned by drawing lots for each heat. 

 

4.  Form Semi-Final--Weigh Places First, Fill with Next Best Times.  As many of the semi-final's available lanes 

as possible should be determined by the order of finish in each heat.  Any remaining lane(s) should be filled on the 

basis of the next fastest times among the remaining competitors.   

 

 Returning to our example of forming two semi-final heats with 8 competitors in each semi: 

 

 Heat Winners   Heat 2nd's   3rd's 4th's 5th's 

  

 1a = Fastest 1st Place  2a = Fastest 2nd  3a 4a 5a 

 1b = Second Fastest 1st  2b = Second Fastest 2nd  3b 4b 5b 

 1c = Third Fastest 1st  2c = Third Fastest 2nd  3c  4c  5c 

 

 n1 = Fastest remaining competitor (i.e., fastest 6th place finisher) 

 

Assigning Lanes: 

Draw by lot for all lane 

assignments within each heat 
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 Semi-Final Heat #1  Semi-Final Heat #2  (left to right, right to left) 

 

  1a    1b 

  2a    1c 

  2b    2c 

  3b    3a 

  3c    4a 

  4c    4b 

  5a    5b 

  n1    5c 

 

5. Assign Semi-Final and Final Lanes by Draw.  For each semi-final heat and for the final, assigned competitors 

are divided into two groups.  If eight lanes are available, the four fastest competitors from the preceding heat are 

drawn for lanes 3 through 6 and the remaining four slower competitors are drawn for assignment to lanes 1, 2, 7 or 

8. 

 

When heats are set then complete or print out the heat sheets comparable to Figure 2-1 in sufficient copies for the 

announcer, finish line and clerks.  Note for tracks with other lane counts see Rule 75.1.(h).  There are some differences 

for masters and youth and for other jurisdictions. 

 

Athlete Check-in:  Upon arriving at the track, athletes and coaches should check with meet management to secure 

competition bibs (if not previously issued), the final meet event schedule, and to declare.    The Games Committee 

should provide the Clerk with the names and race numbers (if required) of all competitors entering in running and 

walking events.  This information is gathered either through pre-registration or by the clerks as athletes assemble at the 

Clerking Area to check-in. 

 

Assembling Athletes.  The "Clerking Area" or "Clerk Circle" is a visible restricted access area where the announcer 

directs athletes for final check-in at least 30 minutes prior to the event's scheduled start time.  This area is to be kept 

clear of coaches, spectators, and athletes not involved in an upcoming event.  The Assistant Clerks help Marshals with 

this important task.  It is important that this area remain clear to ensure that a controlled atmosphere is established for 

issuing instructions and providing information.  The clerk should confirm the presence of each athlete and inform the 

athlete's heat and lane assignment; verify uniforms, shoes and numbers; issue hip numbers (if required) and check 

spikes.  This is also the time to inform the athletes of the method that will be used to advance from the preliminary 

rounds/heats into the finals, and the correct method of starting and running the upcoming event (e.g., use of waterfall or 

staggered lanes, break line rules, use of alleys or boxes, relay zone locations, etc.). 

 

Escorting the Athletes:  When the athletes are escorted to the start line, the Clerk must allow time for the Starter's brief 

instructions and commands review, adjusting starting blocks, and positioning all relay members in the appropriate zones 

(also see Figure in Appendix on Clinic slides).  Figure 2-2 illustrates the typical location of various start lines, finish 

lines and relay zones for a 400 meter track.  The Clerk should be aware of any special start lines and unique features or 

considerations (e.g., steeplechase and race walk start lines).  Once competitors are placed in their start position, the 

clerk then reports to the Referee and Starter any changes in the number or position of competitors or heats resulting 

from absent athletes.  A runner should be available to take revised clerk sheets to the finish line area. 

 

The Starter   
 

According to Aspland and Hathway's Starting and Timekeeping: 

 

"A good Starter must be physically and mentally alert.  He should approach the job as an athlete 

does a race, by making sure that he is completely fit.  He must have naturally quick reactions and 
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good eyesight.  He should be capable of good command, with a good clear speaking voice, and a 

dominant, though not overbearing, personality.  Self-confidence, quiet determination and patience 

are often called upon to meet with difficult situations that sooner or later, will arise.  The Starter 

who panics is lost.  There is no one to appeal to when difficult decisions have to be made, in what is 

possibly the loneliest job on the athletics arena.  Such decisions must be made instantaneously."4 

 

The task of the Starter and Recall Starter is to make sure that no unfair advantage is given to any runner leaving the start 

line.  For this reason, the Starter has complete control of competitors at the start line.  The Starter is the sole judge as to 

whether any competitor has left the start marks early or received any advantage.  If no prior instructions have been 

given, the Starter must also review with the competitors the start commands prior to each race.  When electronic blocks 

are used, the Starter shall use the system's recorded reaction time tape to backup the false start recall and/or to ascertain 

which competitor(s) false started.  Only the IAAF allows a review of a starters decision. 

 

Start Requirements and Commands.  The starter should be in a position so that he or she has full visual control over 

all runners during the starting procedure.  It is recommended that the starter be positioned to be equidistant from all 

runners particularly on staggered starts.  For races using crouch starts, it is necessary that the Starter be so placed so as 

to be able to ascertain that all runners are currently steady in their Set position before the gun is fired.  In races up to 

and including, 110m Hurdles, the Starter shall be placed in front of, or on, the extension of the start line.  The Starter 

should ascertain that the Finish Line is ready before call up the runners to the starting line.  The Starter must keep in 

mind that the hands or feet of a competitor may be located up to but not touching the starting line. The recall starters 

share in the starter's responsibility to ensure a fair start. In 2002 in IAAF and USATF open competitions no penalty is 

imposed for the first false start by an individual but the individual will be disqualified for a second false. Starting in 

2003 IAAF rules call for no penalty to be imposed for the first false start, which is charged to the field but the Starter 

shall disqualify any offender for the next false start.5 The Recall Starters may also be assigned to recall the race if the 

automatic timing device fails to operate at the start. 
 

Starting blocks must be used for all Junior and Open races up to and including 440 yards and the leadoff leg of relays 

where that leg does not exceed 440 yards.  They must not be used for any other race. Blocks and starting stance are 

optional for youth divisions of Bantam, Midget and Youth and Masters events. Moy blocks are not legal in open 

competition. 

 

Races Up to 440 Yards.  The start commands for races up to and including the 440 yard dash are: 

 

On Your Mark Competitors place themselves at their start marks ready to take the final set position.  If in the 

starting blocks (both hands and one knee must be in contact with the ground and both feet in 

contact with the starting block) except for masters and Youth in Bantam, Midget and Youth 

Divisions where stance and use of blocks is optional, 

Set Competitors must, without delay, come to the final start position remaining still, with both 

hands must be in contact with the track surface and feet in contact with the blocks (exception 

for Masters and youth divisions noted above, one or both hands or feet may be in contact), and 

The pistol is fired Competitors leave their marks remaining in their assigned lanes as they were instructed. 

 

Races Over 440 Yards.  The start commands differ in races at distances over 440 yards.  The commands for these races 

are: 

 

                                                      
4J. W. Aspland and H. A. Hathway, Starting and Timekeeping, Amateur Athletic Association, London, U.K.,  1977, p. 5.  

 
5USATF Masters, National High School Federation and the NCAA/NAIA use a one false start rule in which the charged  competitor is eliminated after the first false 

start.  




