
Umpire Abuse Increasing and Flowing into Local AFL Competitions 
 

AFL Canberra first grade field umpire James Forwood remembers the time when he was 
coaching a younger umpire as a mentor back in his hometown of Wagga Wagga. He had no 
idea that he was going to have to deal with an abusive coach after the siren had sounded. 
 
“It was a quarter time break, and I was delivering feedback to an umpire. We had a coach of 
one of the teams start abusing the umpires while I was walking out there.” Forwood recalls. 
 
“I can’t recall exactly what was said by the coach, but these were 13/14-year-old kids, it was 
first thing in the morning, it was cold and freezing in Wagga and this coach decided to 
provide rather hurtful feedback to our young developing umpires.”  Forwood added.  
 
This was not the only time Forwood was involved with umpire abuse, in fact, he had an 
instance in the season just gone whereas a field umpire he was on the receiving end of a 
player’s continuous disrespectful comments in a recent AFL Canberra first grade match.  
 
"We had one player, for about 5 minutes just repeatedly attacking us as a team…he 
continued his onslaught into the centre circle following a goal. Prior to the ball up, the 
player was warned about his obscenity and language directed at us and even prior to the 
ball up occurring, I paid a free kick to the other team for abuse and then paid two 50 metre 
penalties against him for further abuse, which took it from the centre circle to the goal 
square.” Forwood said. 
 
He added that he can’t remember the exact words that were said by the player in this 
moment and he has never paid a 100m penalty for abuse before, so the language used 
must’ve been explicit and directly aimed at the umpires. 
 
It seems that Forwood’s experiences are not isolated examples, in fact, this comes as the 
levels of abuse in the AFL Canberra competition in season 2021 have increased drastically 
from previous seasons.  
 
Former AFL Canberra umpiring coordinator and current AFL Sydney umpiring coordinator, 
Tyler Hollingworth says that despite only having a ten-round season in 2020, there were 10-
15 more cases of umpire abuse state-wide than in previous seasons. 
 
“I know the association has raised that this year in particular there was some increased 
umpire abuse and actually the severity of it was a little bit more than it had been in previous 
years and as a general observation that just wasn’t in Canberra, it was right around the 
state, even I had noticed in Sydney, umpire abuse particularly in juniors has increased from 
previous years.” Hollingworth said on the abuse of umpires around the state. 
 
AFL Canberra Umpires Association president Anthony Roberts says that is stemming down 
from the top level and that there is not enough association support for the umpiring group 
by the clubs and the league. 
 



“The season just gone has had more occurrences of abuse than any other AFL season that I 
have been involved with. I think the umpire’s association needs the support of the clubs and 
the league to help reduce the abuse of umpires.” Roberts said. 
 
“I think it is also coming from the top level down…the incident surrounding Toby Greene 
and his involvement with Matt Stevic is a big example of umpire abuse at the AFL level and I 
think this could be an example of why there is a big influx of umpire abuse in community 
footy.” Roberts added. 
 

 
Abuse of local umpires in AFL Canberra and state-wide has seen a massive increase in season 2021. Photo: Josh Dunstall 

 
Similarly, to Forwood, another umpire who has been at the forefront of umpire abuse in 
Canberra’s community footy is Steven Magnussen. 
 
Magnussen has been umpiring community footy in Canberra for three years and has been 
umpiring junior football consisting of 17- and 18-year-old boys over his current 
whistleblowing career. 
 
Magnussen recalls an occurrence in a recent AFL Canberra under 17s boys match where he 
was confronted by angry players from a close distance and received threats for his life from 
players following the conclusion of the match. 
 
“Two of the players on one team had gone down with injury but weren’t penalised as me 
and my other umpire didn’t have a clear view of what happened in the incident. A player 
from the opposition team then went down with injury and the impeding player got 
penalised for that, I had all the players coming up to me, about half a metre in front of me in 
my face, told them to move off and try to keep on playing football.” Magnussen recalls. 
 
“The team that ended up losing that game as I moved off the ground with my other umpire 
started to make vulgar comments about me. I received death threats, players saying I’ll find 
you, I’ll kill you and stuff like that.” He added. 
 

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-08-28/gws-toby-greene-contact-umpire-matt-stevic-scrutiny/100415974
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2021-08-28/gws-toby-greene-contact-umpire-matt-stevic-scrutiny/100415974


 
Umpire Abuse is Becoming More of an Issue in Junior Levels of Community Football. Photo: Tyler Hollingworth 
 

There needs to be a way to reduce the levels of umpire abuse in community AFL leagues 
around the country and Hollingworth says that other community footy leagues in Australia 
can follow the example set by AFL in Tasmania where they have ‘e-rewards points’ for abuse 
against umpires.  
 
It has been quite successful in the AFL leagues in Tasmania where they have reduced the 
levels of umpire abuse as a result of implementing these e-rewards points for the respective 
clubs.  
 
“In terms of what the league is doing to combat umpire abuse... something that has been 
floated is e-rewards points which basically means that a club would get a certain amount of 
points.” 
 
“So, for every yellow card it is worth 10 points and for every red card may be 20 points, it is 
not set-in stone but something like a yellow card for abuse might be 20 points.” 
Hollingworth said about the idea. 
 
“Once they have used their e-rewards points, they lose competition points so we find, 
particularly in community footy, there is no point in hitting clubs financially because your 
bigger clubs can pay a fine, so we find the best way to hit clubs is with competition points.” 
He added. 
 
Hollingworth also says that to combat umpire abuse the league needs to promote it on their 
social media which has been done but not to a great extent. 
 
“Social media promotion is a big thing especially with AFL Canberra’s following, I think they 
have 600 followers or something.” Hollingworth said about what can be done to reduce 
umpire abuse in AFL Canberra. 
 
He also mentioned that because covid hit the association and the league actually didn’t get 
around to doing anything on the issue, but they should be looking into doing something 
next year in a bid to try and reduce the amount of abuse instances next season. 
 



AFL is not the only sport where the whistle-blowers are constantly being abused, soccer in 
the territory has always been notorious for the amount of referee abuse it receives from 
weekend to weekend. 
 
So much so that Capital Football has experienced high levels of referee abuse in the ACT 
which has led to high dropout rates of referees. According to the Canberra Times, each year 
up to 40% of Canberra’s soccer referees leave the game.  
 
With the increasing levels of abuse in the AFL Canberra competition, it begs the question: 
will one of Canberra’s most enjoyable and favourite sports see more umpires dropping out 
in the future or not? 
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