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What is our job description as Judges? To give a realistic & fair score for every exercise we see, & for the Collective Marks. It never changes, it’s always that simple.

‘Modern methods of communication make it easier for anyone to have to have a pop at people, and they can do it anonymously!  Today so many people regard themselves as experts. Personally, I’m not that interested in what these kinds of people think, what I want to know is what genuine experts think!’  said FEI 5* Dressage Judge Stephen Clarke at his Seminar in Sydney at the CDI3 Star.
The many forms of technology & communication in today’s world can put us under a lot of pressure, and the more pressure people are under, the more careful they become. At courses we encourage judges to be brave & use the full scale of marks, but today’s kind of coverage can discourage Judges from using all the marks. 

Judging alone is wonderful – you are always right!  When judging in a panel, it can be nerve wracking, especially when the marks are being posted live, electronically! 

I have always really believed in the system. If we start with the words that describe the movement, finding the mark is a balance between the positive and negative aspects of each movement, if you verbalise those, then you will find the mark. If you say ‘That’s quite good, but …’  then it’s a 7. 

Ask  ‘How many boxes does the movement tick?’  Think of the positive & the negative parts of the movement to come to a mark.

When giving an 8, don’t think ‘Ooh, I’m giving an 8’, think ‘Why am I taking 20% of the marks away?’ 

We’re not giving a 2 to be mean to this rider, we’re giving a 2 to be fair to the other riders. 

If a rider can see a justifiable reason for every mark, they can accept that from that angle, the Judge could see that sitting there.

Half Marks

Stephen said he has mixed feelings about half marks,  they do have value, there are times when a movement is better than a 7 but not quite good enough for an 8, & therefore it deserves 7.5. But, there is a concern that a Judge can hide behind a 6.5 so they won’t be too far out.  He elaborated- ‘If I was dithering between 2 marks, & I liked some aspect, I’d go to the higher mark.  If I was dithering about a weakness such as stiffness in a movement, I’d go to the lower mark, but now Judges can go to half marks...   

Short Necks

Yes, we see many horses that are ridden too short in the neck, & it is easy to then mark them down. Often we know that if the riders did what we say & rode with longer necks, the horses would fall more onto their shoulders. We know they are short in the neck because there is not enough engagement for the horse to carry itself, so the rider supports and balances it. When making comments, rather than saying ‘short neck’, it can be more helpful to say ‘Needs more engagement & self-carriage.’

Mistakes do not automatically mean an insufficient mark. If the movement had quality, & we were thinking 8’s & 9’s, then there was a small ‘blip’ would it be fair to deduct 4 or 5 marks to make it a 4? Compare this with the horse doing a movement that was worth a 6 that had a similar small mistake? – this horse will probably get a 4. Is it fair to give them both the same mark? No. 

First we have to recognise the quality of the work, then deduct marks accordingly. 

Submission Mark

Mistakes and resistances do come into the Submission Mark, the severity & the number of them through the test, will influence how much impact they have on this mark. It can help to look back thru the sheet to see how many problems there were in the test.

Rider

This is a good rider, but I gave a 6 in this test because today the rider wasn’t able to influence the horse as he wanted.

Question - ‘Should Judges all be like peas in a pod?’ 

There is a balance. It is not acceptable for a horse to get a 7 from 1 judge and a 4 from another for the same movement, it causes a loss of confidence in judging, but if we get too nervous about being out in a score, we will not reward sufficiently. We have to get over that. 

I love the discussion we have as Judges, Judges don’t just walk away & forget about it, it’s very important that we learn from one another, and are open, not defensive. At a big event, the worst thing can be being in the firing line when the differences are unacceptable. In that case, don’t make excuses, just go into the video room together, discuss it & sort it out.

Question - Which Collectives are affected if there is irregularity in piaffe & passage? Submission Mark. Ie the same mark as is affected by irregularity in the lateral work. The Paces Mark is for the walk, trot and canter.

Question - What is the difference between piaffe & passage? 

Obviously passage covers more ground and piaffe is almost on the spot, but also passage should have a clear moment of suspension, while in piaffe this is less clear. The horse should change from 1 diagonal pair to the other quite a long way in the air, whereas in piaffe the horse changes from I diagonal pair to the other very close to the ground in a good piaffe

‘I would never criticise a piaffe by saying ‘not enough suspension.’

Question - When would you give a 0? 
Only when there is absolutely no attempt at something – the rider knows he can’t get piaffe without a major resistance, so he doesn’t attempt it – that’s a 0. 

Question - How much bend in half pass? 

It depends on the steepness of the half pass – only a modest amount in lower level half passes, a lot in GP, it must be uniform bend ears to tail.

Bend

Over the CDI3*, half passes were a weak link. There needed to be more uniformity of bend from ears to tail. Riders need to show that they can release the inside rein & have the horse carry its own bend. 

Flying change

When the hind leg really matches the front leg, you can give a 10.

Rewarding risk

We must reward riders who take risks, [or none of them will] – if a rider tries for a small pirouette, don’t be too tough.

Extended walk 

In a perfect situation, the poll would be level with the wither.  

In this horse, the clarity, ground gain and reach are good, the contact could be more consistent & there could be more relaxation through the back, therefore deduct 20% - this extended walk is still an 8.
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