Déja View

From the SEC to the Pac-10, instant
replay is transforming the way college
football games are officiated. And
here’s the really odd thing about the
system: It works By Mark Beech

B NSTANT REPLAY forcol-
lege football refs? SEC su-
pervisor of officials Bobby
Gaston didn't think he needed it
Though Gaston knew the systam
had worked well in the Big Fen
inst season {and has been ldek-
ing amund the NFL 1t vanous
forms for 20 years), he had con-
ducted his swn review of SEC
gume trpes from 2004 and con-
ciuded that repiay would have
overturned] onty seven out of more
thar 10,000 calls. But to his sur-
prise, 1 January—less than a yenr
after commusssoner Mike Slive
had declares, “Our people Just
uon'tsee it as a panacea™ Gason
gotword from the SEC coaches’
conference that ali 12 ot them
wanted the conference to brng
10 replay tor the 2003 season.
This telis us two things aboat
coliege football: 1} Coaches re-
mamber the bad calls that went
aganst them more vvidly than
the ones they benefited from, and
2} it’s a new day cut there and
videc replays are now as much a

part of the collemate gridiron ex-
penence as prats and beer,
Consider: Officials’ replay s o
regular featre in nune of the 11
Division i-A conferences {only
the Sun Belt and the WAC aren't
using it), and although sill in the
experimental phase, it 1s weil
on 3ts way to having its own cod-
1cil in the NCAA rule book. Re-
play’s nearly uruversai popular-
1y s less e do with the number
of errors corected--only 21 of
more than 15,000 plays were re-
versed in the Big Tex last year—
than the sense of secunty 1t gives
coaches, players and fans. “The
reversads are conditionang every-
body that we're gemng i mght ai]
the ame,” says Tim Milles, the
Big 12's supervisor of officials.
The most prevalent coliege sys-
tern is almost idenaca to the one
used by the NFL from 1986
thyough "01; officials n the booth
decide which plays are gues-
donable and then they review
them. The sysiem faifed in the
NFL mainly because rerznmng
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everything through z couple of
VCRs was wo ime-consunmng
to justify the one reversal every
four games the league was av-
eraging. Now, though, thanks 1o
echnological advances, missing
a call is no more 1mconvenient
than mussing st week’s episode
of Lost. In: severai conjesences of-
ficials yust rerun disputed plays
using a sinpie $50 T1Vo box (if
needed, they can also iew addi-
non feeds from camera angles

that aren’t awed.} Judges n the
ACC and SEC are gerting stmi-
iar resuits with 1 touch-screen
software system called DVSport.

‘What's truly surprsing 1s that
SNt replay 1SR as teared,
siowing the game down. {Last
year televised games with repiay
were oaly about three munutes
longer than a1 2003, when there
was a6 replay.) Broadcasters are
avare that thewr prorures are being
used by the officials, so close plays
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are rerust on e ar earty
and often, “It’s torally
changed the way games
are covered” says Gas-
on. “The TV guys know
when we are potennal-
ty gowng to need a replay,
and they'll just start
sending us everything
they have”

When replay officials
find an error—as they
did during Florida's
16-7 victory over Ten-
nessee 1 Gunesville
last Saturday night,
Overturmung a complet-
ed pass n the second
quarter that would have
given the Vois a first
down at the Gators’
one-they notfy the
referee on e field by
activanng a bsrzer the
ret earnes, (“We don't
use one ot those little
beepers, either,” says
Gaston. “We have one
that makes them jump
a lirte bir when st goes
off”) After play 15 hnit-
e, the replay1s evatuated by the
officials—most conferences use
three~1n the booth. “We're not
nnpicking up there)" says Big Ten
comgussioner Jim Delaney. “if
there’s not ndigputable video
evidence, we're moving on”

The system has workes so
smoothly that coaches sometimes
are unaware that every play 1s
tharcughly reviewed. After a
17-10 loss to Notre Dame en
Sept. 10, Michigan coach Lloyd

Carr quesnoned why a play on
which he thought his quarter-
back Chad Henne had crossed
the goal line had not been re-
viewed. In fact 1t had, bur the of-
ficials demrmmned so quickly that
Henne hadn't scored and the el
was correct that the game didnt
have o be interrupted, Perhiaps
Carr would have liked to have
threwn a challenge flar onto the
fietd, bur oy one conferenes, the
Mourius West, allows gat NFL-
mspured manevvers. The Moun-
win West policy 1s mtended to
make coaches feel as if they have
some contral over the situaton—
but as it ams cug, not all of them
went it. “To me, it's redundant
because theyTe already review-
mg every play; says fisst-year
Utmh coach Kyle Whitangham.
“It’s also a distracgon. I've got
enougk on my phate already”
‘The NCAA rules comnuttee 15
expected to make a proposal on
replay after the season, which
meansteoutd be part of the rule
pook as early as next fall. Gaston,
of all people, may nowbe repiay’s
most enthusiasac advocate. He's
msoucted his officials t err on
the side of perhaps relying too
heavily on the repiay. “If there's
agnma-deciding plry, we will sinp
everything to sausty tans and
cpaches)” says Gasion, who calls
SuCh Teview sessions “p.r. stop-
pages” and proudly notes that
there are several duning each SEC
game. “We don't want to exienc
games]” he says, “but we do want
to sell the ides thal the system
works heantifuily, ™ =}

amputated to prolong his playing career.
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