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In the Trenches

Foreword
Over the five years since I started writing it again, I have chunked out 17 “In the Trenches” columns for American Fencing magazine. These have been intended to provide further information and advice to amplify what the reader can find in the Division Operating Guide. Over the years, though, as local officers kept asking me questions whose answers had only recently appeared in the magazine, it became obvious that readers of the column were not retaining much of what was in it. I chose to ignore the possibility that people simply found the column unreadable, and therefore there weren’t any readers, and instead focused on the retention factor.

To be sure, most fencers do not save their back copies of American Fencing the way grandpa used to save all his copies of The National Geographic magazine , so even if they do remember that a particular column had an answer to their problem, without an index they would be hard-pressed to find the issue that contained that column. Well, the ‘winter of your discontent’ is now over. In this addendum you will find every “In the Trenches” column written since 2007. You will also find a Table of Contents that should make it easy to hone in on the particular area that you are interested in. 
This whole project would not have been possible without the support of President Kalle Weeks and Executive Director Greg Dilworth, but the skill and assistance of Nicolle Hodges were vital. Nicolle is the Membership Coordinator at my club, The Cabrillo Academy of the Sword, and without her facility with the desktop computer this publication could not have come into being. I long ago established a relationship with my computer that led to it repeatedly trying to kill me in my sleep, so without Nicolle I would have had no choice but to get this whole thing transcribed by Cistercian monks, no doubt over a period of  years. Anyway, I think I can speak for all of the aforementioned folks when I express the hope that this addendum gives you local officers and fencers out there “in the trenches” (the ones who keep this whole creaky gantry rolling forward) some additional assistance in doing your jobs.

If it doesn’t, you know who to contact: The information is in Chapter 1.
                                                                                            EKH

                                                                                            Oct. 2011  
IN THE TRENCHES
Chapter 1
     Well, after some ten years in American Fencing’s cave, I emerge Fafner-like once again. I’m going to take a stab (I will always try to interject a little fencing humor into the text) at revivifying my old column. For those of you who weren’t fencing ten years ago and therefore could care less, and for those of you who were fencing ten years ago but could care less back then, that column dealt with problems and concerns important to local Divisions, and occasionally Sections. USFA President Nancy Anderson apparently believes that it had some beneficial effect on the American Fencing readership in those far off days, and got our (and now my) editor Cindy Bent-Findlay to ask me to restart it.

     And so it begins…

     The USFA has been blessed over the years in having a particularly large minority of folks who don’t just show up and fence, but also volunteer their time and talents to keep the local wheels of this nationwide organization running. Divisions are pretty much self-contained administrative units run completely by volunteers, and responsible almost totally for their own affairs. In fact, they collectively have more influence, through the Board of Directors and the USFA Congress, over the national organization than vice-versa. For the few of you out there who could actually stay awake in Civics class, the USFA in political terms is a federation, and our “federal government” has very limited authority to tell Divisions what to do, or to dictate solutions to local problems. For those of you who could stay awake in U.S. History class, think the Articles of Confederation rather than the Constitution. The result is that our volunteers are pretty much on their own when they run into problems, and we’re hoping that this column can give them some useful advice.

     Actually, there is a whole bunch of useful advice, if I do say so myself, contained in the USFA’s new Division Operating Guide. Anyone who has a piece of running a Division or plans to have a piece in the future should read it; and I think you’ll find it somewhat easier to get through than, say, A Child’s Treasury of Partial Differential Equations. The Guide was published a little over a year ago and we scrubbed it up a bit this summer, so it is very current. Just go to the USFA website and click on to “Forms & Documents”. Most of what I will say in the first few columns can be found, often in greater detail, inside it. 

     As I said just now, Divisions and their volunteer administrators are generally responsible for resolving their own difficulties. The National Office has no Rapid Strike Force that they can send in should a Division descend into civil war, so it is a really good idea for each Division out there to have a set of bylaws that provide it with a stable framework to lean upon and the mechanisms to resolve disputes internally. We provide a sample set of bylaws in the Guide and it is a wise Division that compares theirs to the sample. Most of the provisions written down are not requirements, just time-tested principles that battle-scarred earlier Division officers learned the hard way. However, there are a few sections that are in there because they are dictated by the USFA’s Bylaws. One of the two of those that apply is Article XV, which covers the requirements that the national organization places on its Divisions and Sections, and stipulates that all voting members must be elected. The other is Article VII which covers the election requirement for the Division’s Members of Congress and Alternate Members of Congress. Article XV’s Sections 7 & 8 together describe the composition of the Division Executive Committee, and in sum they mean that, in addition to the officers and any other members elected, all the Division’s Members of Congress, and any Alternates, are voting members as well.

     Alright, let us press on. I said earlier that the USFA will not very often get involved in a Division’s problems, but it can come down (if necessary) like a stampeding sauropod on any that refuse to comply with the handful of national requirements. Why this Jekyll-Hyde transformation? Well, because we’re a not-for-profit organization and as such, like the Hebrew National Company, we have to answer to a higher authority; although in our case it’s just the Federal government and the State of Colorado (wherein we are chartered). If we let one of our Divisions turn rogue, it could possibly jeopardize our status with those two often-unsympathetic bodies. It should not be surprising, then, that the national Board of Directors will do anything that is necessary, even including yanking a Division’s charter, in order to insure that everyone is in compliance with the national bylaws.

     It is a rare instance when a Division has actually defied the USFA over their bylaws. Almost always it is more a question of the Division Executive Committee overcoming internal inertia and getting the adjustments written and voted on. Nevertheless, you Division officers owe it to your members and the fencing community in general, to say nothing of yourselves, to get your bylaws upgraded if they need to be. It takes the USFA only slightly less time than it did the Holy Roman Empire (did you stay awake in European History class?) to get revved up over something like this, but once it does, the consequences can be serious for local fencers. Before the National flywheel even starts to rotate, however, a Division officer can always seek out help by simply contacting me. Or he or she could contact Kris Eckeron, the USFA’s Director of Membership Services, but she will probably refer you to me anyway so you might as well save her the trouble. I, if need be, can in turn talk to a wide range of current and former division, section and national officers if I can’t answer your question myself. One way or another we’ll get you the answer you need, even though it may not always be the answer you want.

     Future columns will deal with particular subjects, but in the meantime, don’t forget to look at The Division Operating Guide: it really is intended to make a Division officer’s life just a little bit easier. Oh, and my contact information: cabrillosword@gmail.com  or (619) 584-2478.

IN THE TRENCHES 
Chapter 2

My topic this time around is going to be Divisions and their role as not-for-profit organizations. As everybody knows, the USFA is certainly one of those, but it’s a little hazy as to just what the individual Divisions of the USFA are. Some few Divisions have gone to the rewarding effort of actually filing the paperwork with their state to become chartered as not-for-profits within that state, and if they do that, the USFA gives them the authority to use its tax number at the federal level. What that in turn means is that an individual could donate money to the Division (say, to help sponsor a tournament) and be able to deduct the amount as a charitable contribution on both state and federal income taxes. If the Division does not have that state charter, then people can still give all the money they want; they just can’t deduct any of it from their taxes. That is something, by the way, that you will want to make clear if you are asking for donations and you aren’t chartered; otherwise, if the donor does go ahead and claims a deduction, there is a good chance that the Federales will want to have a little chat with you.

In either case, there are some obligations that a Division incurs because it is part of a not-for-profit outfit (a 501(c) 3 corporation, to the cognoscenti), even if the Division itself isn’t chartered, and it behooves the Executive Committee to be aware of them. I want to make clear that I am not an attorney, nor do I play one on TV, so if you are uncomfortable with anything I say on this topic, I recommend that you run it by a local real-life lawyer; I’ve never seen a Division that doesn’t have at least one fencing in it.

The main patch of thin ice you want to watch out for is how the Division does business with other entities. For example: you want to get a new scoring machine + reels and all the other accoutrements. There are plenty of equipment suppliers around the country to choose a unit from, but it just so happens that the brother-in-law of the Division Chair has connections and can get you “A really good deal”. It better be, because if it isn’t, and the Executive Committee awarded a no-bid contract to the guy anyway, everyone on the EC could find themselves talking to the authorities. When one becomes a “director” of a not-for-profit operation, one assumes what’s called a fiduciary duty (a duty of trust) to the membership as a whole. Part of that duty is that you will forgo any self-interest, including the interest of your club or business, when you vote to spend the members’ money. Giving a sweetheart deal to a relative of a Committee member, unless it really was the best deal available, is generally not considered to be complying with that duty and because you’re administering a not-for-profit, state and/or federal regulators (to say nothing of the USFA) could take a less than sympathetic interest in the transaction. 

I fear that it will come as a surprise to many of you that the same principle applies to the location of Division tournaments. The huge increase in the number of For-Profit fencing clubs (aka small businesses) across the country is a relatively new phenomenon on the American fencing scene, so it’s not a surprise if a lot of you haven’t thought of the rami-fications of it to a Division. As a very general rule, it is a good idea to locate your tournaments at a neutral site, such as a school or city –owned gymnasium…unless there are clear advantages for the Division in giving its business to a commercial enterprise instead. So, if the Division has the choice between putting their Qualifiers in a City Parks & Recreation gym or a privately-owned commercial fencing club, you should have a really good reason for sending the Division “business” to a business. And the fact that a majority of your Division Executive Committee (particularly those who have an interest in that club) voted for it would start that ice patch I mentioned earlier cracking big-time. It’s that pesky old fiduciary duty again: everyone on the EC has a duty to act in the interest of every member of the division, not just that of their own or a friend’s club.

Now, before every executive committee member in America starts to run screaming into the streets, be assured that the USFA can recognize a legitimate rationale from an illegitimate one fairly easily. If that local city gym has a floor canted at a fifteen degrees and cockroaches so large that they are killing the rats for their pelts, and a private club has just opened in a refurbished blimp hangar with all the amenities and 200 grounded strips, no one is going to fault the EC for choosing the latter. But if you choose to place your tournaments in a for-profit club when you have a perfectly good high school gymnasium available, you need to tread lightly: especially if several members of your committee are members of that club. One of the more common rationales that is usually considered legitimate is if the private club charges a lower rent than the public facility; another that the club has all the machines and strips in place while somebody has to haul boxes, reels and all the other equipment to the gym and then haul it back afterwards. There are a number of other good reasons, alone or in combination, but in a nutshell, just use common sense (and keep your personal financial interests out of it). If it is any consolation, if your Executive Committee is suspected of doing funny things with site selection, the other clubs in your Division will probably jump down your throats long before the USFA gets around to it. 

Many Divisions simply do not have a not-for-profit alternative, at least one that is affordable, and they have no choice but to farm out their tournaments to the local clubs. If that is the case, just make certain that the EC has established a fair and equitable set of standards for awarding tournaments…and then stick to them. Remember that your Division doesn’t owe anyone or any company its business. 

In the Trenches 

Chapter 3

     This time around I’m going to talk about paperwork … I’ll allow a few moments for you to get your emotions back under control. 

     What follows should be of prime interest to Section and Division Treasurers, but Secretaries and Chairs should try to hum along as well. All of you, including Section officers, will of course have read the USFA’s Division Operating Guide by now, and I want to focus particularly on the Treasurer’s Chapter. In it, Bev La Flamme, a CPA herself, describes with astonishing clarity simple step-by-step procedures for handling money and then properly recording what you did with it.

       Record keeping – and record preservation – are really important. The USFA will likely take umbrage if local funds cannot be properly accounted for, and the other members of your Division or Section certainly will. In these instances, they have been known (if they have seen any old Frankenstein movies) to form a torch-wielding mob and attack the Division officer’s houses, so it might be easier for the Treasurer to just to keep the books right in the first place.

     I’m not going to go over the same ground that Bev has already covered, but I want to deal more with cash transactions. In a nutshell, get a receipt! Small volunteer organizations, even if they are chartered in their states, often find that vendors won’t accept their checks. In such cases, officers have to pay the vendor in cash, or more often, by personal credit card. That officer is obviously entitled to reimbursement, but it should be contingent upon a receipt or invoice being produced. If the Treasurer gives cash in advance to an officer for some transaction, the person receiving that cash must immediately return a receipt to the Treasurer after the business is completed. It is not good enough to write a check to someone with only a notation on the check that it is a reimbursement for something. Receipts should be filed in chronological order and paper-clipped together. In fact, it isn’t a bad idea to add a note to each receipt saying which check number covered it, and if you write a check to “cash” to make one or more payments, you should connect each resulting receipt back to that check number.

     Even when you are writing a check directly to a vendor, the cancelled check is still not an adequate receipt – it should be matched with an actual receipt or invoice. If a couple of years down the road an auditor is looking at the records and sees a check written to Acme Sword & Goat with a notation “equipment” and no matching receipt, she has no way of confirming that any or all of that amount went into swords. And if you are writing checks to officials, make sure that you prepare a list of the officials at the tournament and the amounts that you pay them. Hand them the check (or the cash), but only after they have signed or initialed by their names. Doing it this way protects you from any suspicion that while you were writing 20 checks to referees, you didn’t slip a 21st in for good old Uncle Fester.

     And please use a spreadsheet. Most new computers practically beg you to use their spreadsheet capability anyway, sort of like a Labrador begging you to throw the stick, so humor them: it is not wise to make your computer angry. Most Divisions have few enough transactions that they can run one spread sheet for the whole season, and clip all the documentation for those transactions into one pile. Sections may or may not be able to do that, because even though their transactions usually cluster around two or three championships each year, that still may amount to a lot of transactions.

     However much paper you generate, at the conclusion of the fiscal year (OK, OK,  it’s July 31st) assemble it all in folders or in big envelopes, secure it so that nothing will fall out, and put it in the Division files. Please remember that all the records you compile during your tenure are not your personal property but the Division’s, and thus the USFA’s.

     And just on the off chance that you have so far overlooked the Division Operating  Guide: go to the USFA homepage, head for the left-hand menu under “Athletes & Coaches”, scroll all the way down and click on “Forms & Documents”. When you get to that page scroll way down until you find “Rules, Charts & Handbooks” and, when you click, you’ll find it right under The Athletes’ Handbook. 
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Chapter 4
Part 1
     I know that you’re tired of reading all that interesting stuff in the rest of the magazine, so let’s enter the stultifying world of  Robert’s Rules of Order, and how they apply at the Division level.                                                                                

     There are, I’m afraid, far fewer folks than there used to be who have ever operated under Robert’s Rules, and I doubt that there are too many Division officers who, upon assuming office, snuggle up with a copy. Nevertheless, that book remains the best guide for how to run meetings effectively and efficiently. For large groups, such as USFA Board Meetings and (usually) Section Annual Meetings, there should be a copy available at the meeting and the chair should be fairly strict in utilizing, and enforcing, the Rules. At most Division EC meetings, where 15 attendees would be a large turn-out, you can use something that you might call Robert’s Rules Lite. It’s those that I want to discuss, because you would be very wise to use something.

     It is necessary that the Chair officially call the meeting to order. It is also necessary that the Secretary (or someone acting for him) take minutes. The group must officially approve the minutes from the previous meeting, so a motion to approve them must be made and seconded. It is only then that members may officially bring up any corrections to the minutes that they wish to make, and each suggested correction must be approved by a majority of the Committee. When the dust finally settles, the Chair calls for (and, we hope, gets) a vote approving the final version. I know that this procedure seems pompous and cumbersome, but in the unlikely (but possible) event that your Division is ever sued by somebody, or becomes involved in some USFA inquiry, believe me you’ll want to have followed these procedures.

     In any case, once past these steps, the discussion can became considerably more free-wheeling. General Roberts says that there should be no discussion of a subject until it has been made as a motion and seconded, but at the Division level the discussion usually precedes a motion actually being made. This is especially true if all of this is being accomplished electronically. If the debate is clearly becoming circular, the Chair can ask a member to make a motion, and ask another to second it. The reason for requiring a second is to create the necessity for at least two people to put a proposal into play. It is a way of putting the brakes on some gadfly who would constantly make motions all by himself that no one else in the room wants to waste time on. If a motion doesn’t get a second, it dies and the Chair moves the meeting on to something else. Assuming it is seconded, however, the Chair should allow a little more time for discussion, but if folks won’t stop talking (these are usually the ones who figure that they’re going to lose a vote), she can ask a member to “Call the Question”. This is a motion and also needs a second, but it is not debatable and goes immediately to a vote. If approved, it permits the Chair to immediately call for a vote on the original motion without further debate.

     The ferally alert amongst you will have noticed that the Chair isn’t making any motions by herself; that is because she is not supposed to. A Chair is expected to act officially neutral as matters proceed, but at a Division level it is usual for him, her, (or it) to pitch into the discussions like everyone else. However, he should not vote on any motions unless it is to break a tie, or to create one. “Huh?” I hear you grunt, but think about it for a minute. A motion needs a majority of those voting if it is to pass, so a tied vote would means it fails. Get it now?

     Lastly, when the last remaining blood has run along the scuppers and the various sides have reached a state of mutual exhaustion, a “Motion to adjourn” should be made and seconded. It must get a majority vote, which is sometimes hard since almost everybody is already streaming out of the doors and windows, but for future records you need to show an official adjournment in the minutes.

     Now let me finish with one personal pet peeve: you “move” that something be done – or you “make a motion” - you don’t “motion” to do something. Whenever I hear that last I can only think that the speaker is about to get into the center of the room and attempt the Moonwalk.

     Well, that’s it. If you try these few procedures I think that you will discover that your meetings go both smoother and faster, and I doubt that you will find any intelligent people who think that you’re being supercilious. However, if you think it is all a lot of hooey, there is one proven alternative to Robert’s Rules that will also make your meetings go smoother and faster: use a Smith & Wesson.

Part 2
     To my great surprise, I actually received some positive e-mails from readers concerning my last column about Robert’s Rules. The surprise was caused not only by my choice of what I thought was a really dull topic, but by the fact that, up to now, readership response to all my previous columns, no matter how vital and vibrant, has been… how shall I put it? ...restrained. 

     Nevertheless, I live only to serve my public (as you know), so I will press on with a few more nuggets of parliamentary procedure which you might find useful at local meetings. In other words, this column could be called “Robert’s Rules Lite, Part Deux”.

     First off, remember the order of actions: (a) the Chair recognizes A (b) A makes a motion (c) B seconds it (d) the Chair states that “It has been moved and seconded that…(e) the Chair then calls for discussion (f) the Chair calls for the vote. Now, all the procedures that I am about to discuss must occur during the discussion phase; once the first vote is cast, nothing else can be done but complete the vote. 

     So, let’s start with how you can change or modify a motion that has already been made and seconded. At a local level, people usually just suggest changes in the wording, and the originator goes along with it. If you want to be more formal and use the procedure in the Rules, then someone moves to amend the “motion on the floor”. The Chair asks the originator if he agrees to the amendment, and if he does, the Chair next asks the original seconder if she agrees. Both have to or the original motion stays as it is. If the originator likes the change but his seconder doesn’t, and the originator feels strongly enough about it, he can withdraw his motion entirely and everybody can start over. There is a somewhat cumbersome way by which you could try to force a change in the motion, but at the Division level it usually isn’t worth the hassle, or the probable bad feelings. Of course, it is possible to offer an amendment to a motion that doesn’t just modify it, but turns it on its head. Such an action is allowable, but it is another cumbersome way to nullify it (like, why not just vote the original motion down?)  For example: A moves that at future tournaments the bout committee will all wear feather head-dresses. B seconds. The Chair calls for discussion and C agrees with the basic idea of head adornment, but asks A to amend the motion to little fuzzy antlers. On the other hand, D suggests amending the motion by adding to the final sentence the phrase “on a cold day in hell”.  Since it is unlikely that A or B would except such an addition, why waste the time? 

      So far, so good, “But what is this ‘tabling’ of which he speaks”?  To place a motion “on the table” is to remove it “from the floor”, i.e. take it out of play for the time being. This can be done for several reasons, but the two most common are (1) to gather more information before the group has to decide, or (2) to defuse a discussion that is getting out of control, and so let tempers cool. It is a motion that requires a second, but is not debatable, so the Chair calls immediately for a vote on it. A motion to table may set a limit (until some other action or motion is decided, for example) or until the next meeting. In that case it is automatically put on the next agenda (yeah I know, one of those). If it isn’t taken off the table at the next meeting, then the Rules say it dies.

      Now, what if a motion is made that you thoroughly disagree with, but you can tell that you are going to lose the vote because three of your confreres haven’t gotten to the meeting yet. You get a call from one of them telling you that they have been held up because some person of misguided humor has catapulted a dead cow onto the highway ahead of them. However, she reports that an Acme Lawn Service & Dead Cow Removal truck is on the scene and the road should be clear soon. What, oh, what can you do? Well, you can vote for the motion. General Roberts says that an already passed motion can be brought up for reconsideration, but only by someone who was on the winning side on the first vote. This goes for the seconder to. You should really only resort to this maneuver if you have a solid reason to believe that something will change the voting result. To do it just to annoy the majority is rarely good tactics, and at a Division level is usually downright jerky.

     These things are all procedures that I have seen employed effectively (and properly) at Division and Section meetings. And it all works and remains reasonably cordial as long as the Chair acts as an unbiased and reasonably knowledgeable referee. If that doesn’t happen, then it doesn’t take long before members start reaching into their snack boxes and soon the air is filled with flying Twinkies, Ho-Ho s, and Ding-Dongs.

Part 3
By now, the Annual Meetings should be well over in all the Divisions of the empire. The bodies will have been identified and removed, discarded weapons collected, and the site returned to quiet pasture.  In the aftermath, it seems like a good time to discuss a few things about the conduct of these gatherings in one big chunk, rather than the bits and pieces that I have tossed at you from time to time while trying to make some larger point.

Actually, typical Annual Meetings go quietly and smoothly, because there just aren’t any big conflicts in most Divisions. Of course, we have a few hardy perennials in the USFA where rioting can be expected to break out seasonally, but the vast majority live quietly in their respective neighborhoods.  In those cases, it really doesn’t matter much how they are run, because nobody is going to throw sand in the gears. However, even the most peaceful Divisions occasionally have a controversial issue, and when that happens, and serious questions have to be resolved at the Annual Meeting, the attendees can often be both psychologically and procedurally unprepared for it.

The psychology I’ll leave to our USFA expert, Dr. John Heil,  but a really good way to avoid a set of collective nervous breakdowns is to make sure that an agenda has been promulgated well in advance, and the meeting is run in accordance with  Robert’s Rules of Order. Now I know that some Divisions conduct all their meetings much as a cro-magnon hunting party, where everybody sat about a campfire, passed around a haunch of mastodon, and discussed the next-day’s hunt; but that format doesn’t lend itself well to the handling of disagreeable topics. As I’ve told you in the past, Robert’s Rules do provide a structure for civil and orderly debate, even if the Chair is not adhering strictly to the book. The resolution of a difficult question by clear discussion and open majority vote is much healthier for a group in the long term than the old Neolithic method of first listening carefully to your opponent, then pinning him to a tree with a javelin.

     I have, as some of you remember, written two columns on ways to use the Rules at Division meetings, but I have gathered over time that for many of our faithful readers, I might as well have written in early Sumerian. Nevertheless, I would suggest that those of you who save your old copies of this magazine track those columns down if you want a short précis on basic parliamentary procedure. For the rest of you, it might be time to pull your chair close to the fire, let the hound curl up at your feet, pour another glass of sherry, tell the raven to shut-up, and read through your musty copy of Robert’s Rules of Order.

     It is important to know that, according to General Roberts, the Chair of a meeting has the central responsibility for keeping the meeting moving smoothly and constructively (“the hand on the tiller”, in nautical metaphor – “the guy with the baseball bat”, in Organized Crime circles)). The Chair is responsible for letting everyone speak who wishes to, but can curtail a speaker who is simply repeating himself and “hogging” the floor (this tendency in most people is unintended, but a few have been known to use it as a tactic; i.e. a filibuster). As a general policy, in a debate between two speakers, Member “A” states a position, then the Chair allows Member “B” to rebut Member “A”, she then recognizes “A” to allow him to counter “B’s” rebuttal, then Member “B” to answer “A’s”. At that point it is fair to call the question unless someone brings up a point that has not previously been addressed. If a number of people wish to be heard, then each should be permitted to speak (“recognized”). However, if the discussion is dragging on, it is fair that the Chair ask someone who wishes to speak if he has any new information on the topic at hand, and if he replies essentially in the negative, she can pass over him.

   For those of you already mounting the barricades, crying out “Sic Semper Tyrannus!” please stay calm. All rulings of the Chair can be overruled by a majority of the body: one aggrieved member simply makes a quick motion to appeal the ruling, another seconds, and it goes straight to a vote (no discussion allowed).

And so, there you have a primer on how to conduct a meeting. It is very important that the Chair make every effort to maintain a demeanor of neutrality, because that will go a long way towards encouraging civil discourse amongst the membership. The Rules state that no matter how she feels about an issue, the Chair should refrain from advocating for it unless she is asked by a member to provide information, and even then she tries to be as objective as possible in her response. At a Divisional level, though, it is a lot more likely that the Chair is going to pitch right in with everybody else – just make sure that, as the Chair, you don’t try to put your thumb on the scales when it comes to either recognizing speakers or voting.  After all, you never know when one of the taller members will be secreting a javelin somewhere about his person.

In the Trenches
Chapter 5
Alright, let’s talk about something really exciting this time around: Division and Section voting procedures! Yes, of course, take a few minutes to pull yourself back together if you need them. We are right in the midst of Division Annual Meeting & Election season, although pretty much past it for the Sections around the country. Nevertheless, the experiences should be fresh enough in your minds that what I’m about to pass on, you will want to know. Even if you don’t want to know it, you need to.

Our theme today concerns the voting proxy, a topic that produces more confusion than a conversation with a Mumbai customer service center. The USFA Bylaws permit each Division to decide whether or not they want to allow proxies at their General Meetings, but Sections don’t have any choice…something I’ll get to shortly. You all know that a proxy is basically a person’s vote which that individual gives to another voter to cast. It can be a general proxy, which grants the holder the authority to cast your vote as well as hers in any way she sees fit, or it can be a restricted one where you allow that discretion on some questions, but specify what your vote is on others. It can also just serve the same function as an absentee ballot, where you mark your vote on all questions on the agenda, and if that is the case it can be submitted directly to the Division Secretary. The really important thing to remember is that your vote alone (no one else’s) can be handed to another, and it has to be in writing. It may be your husband and you know exactly how he would vote, but you can’t cast his vote unless he has granted you the written authority to do so.

That written authority need only be a single sheet of paper, but it must contain your printed name, and preferably your USFA membership number. It also must specify the election for which it is intended (like “2009 Yukon Division Annual Meeting”), and it must be signed by you. It would be a really good idea to date the signature, and you should also specify who you are giving the proxy to, just in case that person would be suddenly tempted to skip the meeting and to hand it over to a third party without your OK.

And please, folks, if you change your mind and decide to attend the meeting after all, take your proxy back and let the Division Chair & Secretary know that you are doing so. Need I elaborate?

OK, all of this is fine for a Division, but the same question of proxy voting continually comes up regarding the Sections. To put this delicately: You can’t use proxies at the Section Annual Meeting. Those pesky old USFA Bylaws state that the management of each Section is entrusted to the Section Executive Committee (SEC), and the Section Annual Meeting is a meeting of that body, not the general membership. When you recall that the SEC is comprised of the Chair of each Division in the Section, each USFA Congress Representative from those Divisions, one additional representative from each Division, and the Section Chair + the Secretary/Treasurer, you can see that it is still a big group. More importantly, though, it is a group that is composed entirely of members who represent more than just their own votes. If one of them tried to give his proxy to another person, he would not just be giving his vote away, but also the votes of the whole group that he represents. This he cannot legally do.

Now I realize that in many Sections the Congress Reps don’t approach their SEC duties with the same fervor  as “Vince” selling you a tuna chopper, and the meeting room can be a lonely place, but there is nothing much that can be done about it. There is just no way that a member of the SEC can give his vote to someone else, skip the meeting, and still claim that he has done his job. And if he doesn’t vote, he deprives his Division, and the people who elected him, of their vote. Sounds downright un-American, doesn’t it?

Now, people of some cunning have periodically suggested that if all Section questions were submitted to an electronic ballot, everyone could vote from the privacy of his or her Winnebago and therefore “participate”. That’s doable, but voting on important questions without participating in – or at least listening to – the debate is a poor way to cast an informed ballot. And e-mail exchanges in cyberspace are not equivalent to a physical, face-to-face debate.

So…as the Section Championships are winding down for the day and the meeting is to start soon, and you must choose between doing your Representative’s job or heading out with the group to that new wildebeest restaurant that everyone is talking about, how about if you just occasionally err on the ascetic side, heat up a Pop Tart, and go to the meeting?

In the Trenches
Chapter 6
I want to revisit a point that I made some time ago, and which I also emphasize in the Division Operating Guide: all terms of office in a Division are for one year. A Division has some flexibility as to the begin & end dates, but the one-year rule comes from the USFA Bylaws and is not subject to creative interpretation. A Division may continue to re-elect its Chair and/or the rest of the Executive Committee if the individuals are willing to continue to serve, but the election process must be held annually no matter what. 

I thus segue masterfully into my point that, if members of the Division become disillusioned with the leadership of their Chair and/or Executive Committee, they have usually less than a year to wait before electing someone else. It is therefore not normally useful to begin rioting in the streets, launch a civil war, or head to the nearest courtroom. In fact, if you have a good set of bylaws it will contain the safety valve of having a recall provision that allows you to deal fairly quickly with an ongoing and/or worsening problem. It also gives members a tool to deal with a situation where an officer simply disappears into the shrubbery (something that happens a bit more than a normal person might think).

The reverse side of that coin is “Removal for Cause”.  However, if the “Due Process” procedures that your state requires are not followed to the letter, the whole thing can easily blow up in everyone’s faces and leave the Division in worse shape than it was before. In a recall, the members are simply getting a do-over and they can vote for any reason they want to, and no aspersions automatically attach to an individual so recalled. In a removal, an allegation of misfeasance must be stated and supported, a challenge to it should be expected, lawyers are often called into the play, and do not be surprised if it takes more than a year to resolve. Now please refer to paragraph one above.

The above is just one example of the value of a good set of bylaws, but there are certainly many others. Incidentally, I know that the question which has been haunting you is: “Why do they call them bylaws in the first place, instead of just plain laws?” Well, the prefix came into English from Old Norse and it meant village or locality, so, bylaw = local law. The ancient concept could also be expressed as “ways to stop Ragnar from hitting Sven with an ax”. 

But I digress. In any case, most fights to the death in a Division involve the Treasury (not all, but most), and a good way to protect your Division from ill-judged spending (or accusations thereof) is to set limits in your bylaws. We didn’t do so in our sample bylaws because we didn’t want people to take them as fixed numbers, but you may want to add some numbers appropriate to your local situation. For example: the officers could be authorized to spend up to $300 without EC approval/ the EC is allowed to spend up to $1000 without membership approval/ any larger amount must be voted on by the membership at the Annual Meeting or a Special Meeting.

And another safeguard is to establish a reasonable minimum number of voting members in order for your executive committee to legally conduct business. This number is called a quorum, a word that came into English from old Latin and it meant “the minimum number of voting members to legally conduct business”. You want to establish a number that is large enough to represent most viewpoints and won’t be controlled by one faction. In large Divisions the Internet becomes especially useful in this regard.

Really, the best way to avoid problems is still that old saw: communicate. The Chair should remain in routine contact with not only the other officers but the EC as a whole. If your Chair is not doing this, that does not prevent the other members from communicating with each other, and they should. I realize that there are factions in some Divisions out there whose only wish for the opposing side is that it be savaged by diseased iguanas, and that is usually when screams of “Recall!” or “Removal!” ( or simply, “Release the iguanas!”) rend the air. However, there is almost always a sizable group in the neutral center that just wants peace in the valley. Well, that group has to speak-up. Otherwise it’s only acting like a crowd of ancient Roman spectators…watching as the gladiators (and perhaps a lion or two) tear down the coliseum. 

In the Trenches 

Chapter 7
As I sit here in my garret, whiling away the days by fielding complaints from Divisions across the country (and the occasional Section), a theme that routinely crops up is that cri de coeur: “But what can I do to change things?” or “How can we oppose the ‘powers-that-be’?” or “No one listens to me/us!” or, more poignantly, “We’re new to fencing – how can we buck the system?” (being new to fencing, they mistakenly assume that anyone around their scatter has a system). Nevertheless, these folks do express a genuine feeling of helplessness as regards the management of fencing in their area. However, they are usually under a misapprehension.

Anyone who has been reading this column knows that the USFA Bylaws stipulate that a Division is managed by an Executive Committee, a group that really should have at least one member from every USFA Registered Club in the Division. The Executive Committee is, however, constrained by two things: (1) the Division (and the USFA) bylaws, and (2) policies or directives passed at a General Membership Meeting. Now, the USFA requires that each Division hold an Annual Membership Meeting, but most Division bylaws (at least the good ones) also provide a method by which a certain number of members can call for a Special Membership Meeting. To be sure, those same bylaws will usually (and wisely) stipulate that special meetings may only deal with a single subject, and that subject must be promulgated well in advance of the meeting. Nevertheless it does provide a mechanism by which regular members, during the season, may alter a particular policy that they – but apparently not their Executive Committee - dislike. 

 If that sort of conflict exists in your Division, then your first stop for any concerns you might have should be that EC member from your club. If your club has no representative, or if the one you’ve got is AWOL, then you can contact the Division Chair. If that gets you nowhere, then you can wait to the annual meeting and there introduce a motion to enact whatever policy is on your mind. If you feel that the annual meeting will be too far off, then you can look at the Division bylaws, see if there is a procedure for the calling of a special meeting, and then follow the steps outlined. If your motion receives a majority vote (no matter how few people attend the meeting) then it becomes Division policy until or unless it is changed at another membership meeting; neither the officers nor the Executive Committee as a whole may modify it in any way.

A key element in the membership’s ability to exert ultimate control is the use of proxies. I’ve pointed out before that the USFA bylaws give a Division the option of allowing them or not. I personally believe that every Division’s bylaws should permit them, because they give far more members a voice than would normally have one. They are a nice, proactive way to keep a Chair of byzantine proclivities from calling a meeting for a date, time, and/or location she knows will dramatically limit attendance to few (if any) other than her own supporters.

So now that the populi have found their vox, what should they do with it? Well, please remember that the Executive Committee still has to run the Division between general membership meetings, so try to tread lightly when creating a motion. Give the EC a general policy to adhere to, but lay off specifics as much as you can. Always remember that the Committee cannot tinker with or tweak an action of the membership, and if that action is too particular it runs the risk of paralyzing the Division when unforeseen circumstance rears its ugly head. For example: Can the ferally alert amongst you see the problem with this directive? “Every Division tournament must have a qualified armorer present.” Well, what happens when, just before the qualifiers, two of the available qualified armorers go out of town and the third comes down with amoebic dysentery? The EC has no choice but to cancel the event; a thing it would not have had to do if the policy had been worded something like: “The Executive Committee will make every effort to have a qualified armorer at every Division tournament”. Or, how about “All Division tournaments will have at least four referees rated ‘5’ or higher” in a Division that has one. It’s a great idea, but can the treasury sustain the expense of bringing in three officials from outside – especially if they have to be flown in – for every tournament?

     I think you get this without me having to beat it into the ground. Any policy that contains the words “must” or “will” is probably going to cause trouble down the line, so spend some time on the wording before you approve it. Even if you and your friends are not enamored of the majority of the members of the Executive Committee, please remember that somebody has to steer this haywagon for the coming year, and they are the folks who have stepped up to the plate.

IN THE TRENCHES 

Chapter 8
Part 1
Alright class, it’s now time for the “Officer Dan Safety Lecture”…or “How Officer Dan Keeps from Getting his Pants Sued Off”.

As the number of Divisions who schedule all or part of their tournaments at private clubs increases steadily, a certain carelessness has sometimes crept in about safety conditions. This is a dangerous mindset, because if the Division Executive Committee sanctions a tournament, and an incident occurs at that event that results in a lawsuit, the Division is in the direct line of fire, even though it might not be the first party listed in the papers filed with the court. “Well, so what?” I hear you exclaim. Thanks to the USFA, we’re insured up to our nostrils!”  Well…yes and no.

I don’t want to get too deeply into this, because, as I’ve written before, I’m not a lawyer. However, I can state that the USFA liability insurance you all have does not cover punitive damages. Punitive damages may be awarded by a court if it finds that there was “Gross Negligence” or “Recklessness” on the part of the defendants. If a lawsuit is filed against a club and a Division, our insurer will provide a defense. If the plaintiff wins, our insurer will pay the compensatory damages awarded (those are damages awarded to a plaintiff for actual financial losses incurred because of the accident) up to the limit of the policy. However, if the court determines that the accident resulted, at least in part, from such recklessness on the part of administrative people that somebody should get thumped for it, it can award punitive damages on top of everything else. If that happens, everyone named as a defendant is going to be on the hook for at least a piece of that amount: the insurer isn’t going to pay a dime of it. 

The question of what constitutes “Recklessness” is a floating one; one, in fact, that has produced vast herds of Personal Injury lawyers undulating majestically up courthouse steps for generations. The best protective measure a Division Executive Committee can employ is to always follow published USFA safety rules & guidelines, the kind that are in the Rule Book and in the USFA Operations Manual. You should have a formal policy of assigning an official Division representative at every sanctioned event, and that official should have the authority to enforce proper safety standards, and, if the bout committee isn’t following them, to pull the plug on the tournament, or at least the sanctioning of it.

Above all, use common sense! In many ways, when there is no bad intent involved, Gross Negligence is just another way of saying gross stupidity. Even if you follow the letter of the rules, if you have a situation that common good sense tells you is asking for trouble, and trouble happens, you’re in the chowder. Here’s an exaggerated (I hope) example: you sanction a tournament at a club that uses a strip that has exactly one meter of run-off at the end. However, located precisely at the edge of that meter is a floor-length window. On the other side of that window is a 50 foot drop onto a major Interstate. Need I go on? Months or even years after the accident, would you expect any juror with basic common sense to decide that you used yours?

Even though each fencer in the USFA is personally responsible for wearing proper equipment, a bout committee and/or referee still has a duty to prevent him from fencing in obviously unsafe gear (what he is or is not wearing under his uniform is a different story). For another over-the-top example, try this: an “A” rated fencer is allowed to fence epee wearing a jacket that has a perceptible hole right in its chest. It is inevitable that “A”s opponent, who normally could not hit the floor if he wanted to, will suddenly develop the dead eye of a Bavarian jaeger and put his first thrust right through that hole and right through “A”. The bout was, of course, conducted directly in front of the bout committee table. Now, it goes without saying that fencer “A” is an imbecile, and a jury will probably recognize that, but that isn’t necessarily going to let the ref, the bout committee, and everyone else up the food chain entirely off the financial hook; and fencer “A”s attorney is going to try hard to keep them all wriggling on it.

To sum this all up, we all know what safe fencing is and what it is not. To push (or let someone else push you) right up to or over the edge of common sense and safe procedures will never be worth the possible consequences, so let’s all fly straight and level on this one. The USFA will be happier, you’ll be happier, and Officer Dan will be really happy.

Part 2
I rather hope that I got everybody’s attention with my last column about safety and civil damages - sort of like whispering “mongoose!” at a cobra slumber party – because I am going to continue the theme in this column. What I’m trying to emphasize is the responsibility that the Division Executive Committee has for the tournaments that they sanction. It is rarely a question of a deliberate decision to ignore safety deficiencies (after all, folks who have volunteered to help run things have already demonstrated that they are among the most responsible fencers in the Division), but more of carelessness. Unfortunately, carelessness can mutate into negligence and that can morph into a jury’s definition of recklessness and, before you know it, you’ve got troubles in River City. 

One thing that isn’t “in the book”, but I suggest people should be sensitive to, is the problem of overcrowding at tournaments. If you’re in a Division that farms out its events to private clubs, try to use some head work in deciding which events you’re going to put in which locations. We have a tendency to look only at the anticipated number of entries, then crunch that with the total number of strips available at a facility and leave it at that; we often don’t look at whether there is space available for spectators or fencing bags. Even if you are scheduling a Senior Open where the “train” of fans and loved ones is reasonably small, don’t forget the steady escalation in the size of bags. Some manufacturers are now putting out rollbags that are best hauled by a yoke of oxen, and an accident occurring because someone tripped over an equipment bag can be as serious as one occurring on the strip. If fencers, spectators, bags and oxen were all crammed into too small a space, the consequences for the Division could be most serious. Please remember that Junior, Cadet and Youth fencers often appear with a retinue of parents, siblings, grandparents, cousins, aunts, uncles and neighbors that rivals a coronation procession at Westminister Abbey. And coaches…don’t forget coaches! While they don’t often make appearances or take up much space at local Senior events, they are usually present in significant numbers if it’s their younger students out on the piste.

The conflict that we all encounter is that fencing clubs, especially ones that are for-profit businesses, will almost always utilize all the available space in their facility for strips if they can: it makes little sense for them to create dead ground for spectators if that ground could otherwise be a fencing strip, even a short and/or narrow one. So, what the Executive Committee may have to do is tell a prospective host club that one or two of its strips will have to be closed during any sanctioned competition in order to provide safe room for spectators. That in turn may mean that that club can’t host as big an event as it wanted. This will often cause a Disturbance in the Force. But that is why you Executive Committee members are making the Big Bucks.

One last thing about safety, but not about overcrowding, concerns proper equipment during warm-up lessons. We all know that a number of coaches insist on carrying on the old european tradition of the student wearing, besides his mask & glove,  only a T-shirt while taking a lesson (I don’t remember ever taking a lesson from any of my fencing masters in other than a T-shirt – and usually in gym shorts). What is much newer is the tendency of some coaches to give the lesson dressed much the same, with just one of those sleeveless plastrons added to the ensemble. What they do in the privacy of their own salles is a matter purely between them and a future plaintiff’s lawyers, but I would recommend that the Bout Committee keep a weather eye out at your sanctioned competitions. I mention only two incidents that I personally know of: (1) a student of mine was lunging against a pad on the wall (and not wearing a jacket) when the first 3 inches of his sword snapped off and spun back, striking and cutting him but fortunately not imbedding itself in him. It could as easily been a coach’s plastron as that pad. (2) some twenty years ago a very experienced coach was giving a lesson wearing only a T-shirt and a sleeveless plastron. The student’s blade snapped, ran in through the coach’s armpit, and punctured his lung…thus giving new meaning to the phrase “Whistle while you work”.
Is everyone getting my drift here?

In the Trenches
Chapter 9
     Well, my last column seemed to have a stimulating effect all across the USFA countryside, although it did not appear to produce the kind of panic that is often associated with one of those Martian invasions of New Jersey. For this I am glad, because my objective was not to create terror, but to emphasize that administering a USFA Division, even though it’s all done by volunteers, should be a bit more formal that it would be for, say, five 9 year-old boys climbing a tree and writing rules for their brand-new club. Having thus crossed that hurdle, I want to throw out a suggestion for obtaining the use of a school gym, and then discuss a little “borrowed gymnasium protocol”.

     The San Diego Division is a medium-sized one, with a membership of 300 (and some change). For over 10 years it has had access to a large high school gymnasium on at least one Sunday every month, and it pays only a nominal fee for it, even though the school district’s policy is to charge non-school groups way north of $1000 per day to use their gyms.  This small bit of legerdemain was brought about because the Division Chair at the time and the coach/faculty representative of the school’s small fencing club worked out a mutually beneficial deal. To wit: the teacher would reserve the gym in the name of the club, and the stipend that the Division paid for each visit would go directly to the club treasury. This arrangement obviously had to have the approval and support of the school’s athletic administration, but there really was little meaningful intramural competition for the gym on Sundays, and the faculty member obviously had some standing in the school (she was, in fact, a senior member of the Physical Education Department). “Well, balderdash and tommyrot!” I hear many of you mumble, “But the schools in my Division don’t have fencing teams or clubs, so why tell me?” Well, here’s why. What evolved was that a few years ago the teacher retired, and with her went the fencing club. However, she asked around, and lo, the coach of one of the school’s other teams (a varsity one, at that) was more than willing to take over the arrangement. As most of you out there are aware, especially if you are parents, school teams are constantly on the qui vivre for fund-raising opportunities (we won’t even talk about the band). A sum that is well-affordable to the Division might still be significant to a program that needs more money (and what school team doesn’t always need more money?), especially if that sum is coming in regularly one or more times a month. I think that you can follow my drift from here, and I hope it helps some executive committee out there.

     Now, assuming that you are staging your event in somebody else’s gym, it is incumbent upon every fencer, parent, girl friend, boy friend, cousin, bodyguard, etc. to police the place before you turn the lights out. Nothing will blow a deal like this out of the water faster than the fencers coming in and leaving the place in a mess, even if it was a mess when you got there. The Bout Committee should make sure that every chair and table is put back where it is supposed to go, all the strip tape is taken up and put in the trash cans, and all the cups, bottles, wrappers and other detritus that fencers leave behind is picked up. It is a universal problem that there are too many fencers out there who, despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary, still think (or at least act as if they think) that local tournaments should be presented to them like a glass slipper on a pillow. They show up just in time to check in and warm up, don’t lift a finger to help set up, and/or they bail out as soon as they finish their last bout, leaving others to clean everything up behind them. These fencers constitute one of the more compelling rationales for the use of capital punishment as a sport discipline, but alas, the USFA has rejected the idea every time I have suggested it. As a result, pretty much every Division is stuck with a colony of these drones. However, I think you’ll find that your worker bees outnumber your drones by a considerable margin if you just make clear to them what you need done and when you need it. The Bout Committee should go around to the fencers who have checked in for the first event and ask them directly to help set things up, and Committee members should go around before the final 8 in the last event begins and solicit help for take-down and cleanup. At the start the “good guys” will tend to always be the same people, but as time goes on, I think you will find that they will begin to remark upon that fact to their more drone-like clubmates. Pretty soon your labor pool will have grown large enough that it takes you very little time to get a tournament set up, and very little to get every thing shipshape and Bristol fashion at the end.

     Finally, a word about strip tape: in fact, three words, “Ask an Armorer!” If you don’t have an experienced one in your Division, you can always contact the USFA Technical Committee. As you all know, there seems to be an infinite variety of tape species out there, and many, if not most, will strip a finish off a gym floor faster than you can say “balderdash and tommyrot”. Owners of gymnasiums do not often react well if they find the outlines of fencing strips etched permanently into their floor’s finish. Blue painters’ masking tape usually does the trick for marking out strips, but don’t just go by the color – that’s where the experienced armorer comes in. And you really need to talk to him or her if you want to tape down metallic strips. 

In the Trenches 

Chapter 10

An area of local tournament management that has long had a lot of people in a quandary is what, if any, authority a Division Bout Committee has in dealing with a fencer, coach or bystander who is disturbing order. 

Well, the answer is that you folks out there have a great deal more authority than you may think. The first line of defense is always the referee on the strip, but that poor guy is most often another fencer in the tournament, and highly reluctant to flash any cards involving conduct. If your competition is large enough to have a Head Referee to oversee and assign all the other refs, then that person also has the authority to issue a penalty to an individual, on or off the strip, and over the head of the strip referee (although that is an action that should be taken only as a last resort). Finally, the Chair of the Bout Committee has the authority to issue a card for “Disturbing Order” (but only for that one offense) to anyone in the venue, fencers included, if that is what they are doing. 

OK, so what do you classify as “Disturbing Order”, I hear someone ask breathlessly. I don’t want to trespass into Fencing Officials Commission territory, so I will simply suggest that you look at the FIE’s description in the Fencing Rules, Book 1, Part V, Chapter 1.

We don’t need to talk about the easy calls that everyone would make (although that range has unfortunately gotten much, much smaller over the years). Certainly somebody dressed in a gorilla suit standing at the end of a strip hopping up and down and blowing an air horn would be a lay-down (please say yes). The same goes for a fencer, coach or bystander who is in the bleachers screaming at the top of their lungs, and uttering obscenities that would shock a boatswain’s parrot. No, the gray area that is confusing Division people the most these days is the relatively new phenomenon (in this country at least) of a fencer who scores a point and then trots back and forth at his end of the strip in self-adulatory display, bellowing like a badly injured Guernsey cow (I use “his” here in the traditional literary sense, for I have certainly seen women fencers perform the same ritual, emitting guttural cries of such a nature that elk have been summoned from nearby woods and mountains). It can be pretty disturbing to fencers and referees on other strips if, without warning, an ear-splitting roar seldom heard outside the Kansas City Stockyards, sustained for what seems like an eternity, rends the air.

 Now keep in mind that I am not talking about the brief cries that fencers emit as they actually deliver their attack. The Japanese call that yell a kiai, and since I am aware of no name for it in English, I’ll use theirs. As loud as they might be, these cries or yells can be part of the technique of our sport and probably predate the Trojan War in Western tradition. I was first taught the concept in military bayonet training, before I even began to fence, and I still remember one of our best women foilists of the ‘80s who, when launching her finale, would emit a scream that could open an oyster at 30 yards. No, rather I mean the “scalp dance” that some competitors perform after the touch is scored, and the ref has halted the bout. If the fencer starts this before the referee awards the point, or if the performance appears to be taunting the opponent, the official must address it immediately. If the problem is neither of these, but that the fencer (by repeatedly erupting with ear-shattering grunts not heard since the early Pleistocene) is rattling fencers and/or referees on other strips, then the best thing to do first is simply ask the noise generator to put a lid on it. Unlike the kiai, these emanations are voluntary; if they were not, then the fencer would be compelled to perform them every time after his finale is executed, even if at the last instant it fails. But you will all have noted that these performances only take place when the fencer actually scores. The request alone will usually suffice, but if it doesn’t, then the ref can make it an order and begin a yellow/red/red sequence if she has to. If the fencer’s actions are egregious, the ref can instead hit the red/black procedure for “Disturbing Order”. If the Head Referee or the Bout Committee Chair gets involved, it ought to be because tournament order is really being disturbed and the official on the strip, despite being asked, is taking no action. 

     Just keep in mind that your job as tournament manager is to do your best to maintain a level playing field for every competitor. If the loud, sustained noises being made by one or two fencers appear to you to be tilting that field, then you are fully justified in addressing the problem.

In the Trenches

Chapter 11

In past columns I have tried to skip trippingly about the subject under discussion while still making a point, but I fear that this one is not going to be good for much in the way of guffaws, perhaps not even a few titters. In fact, it could end up rattling more cages than a Siamese cat in a canary emporium. It was inspired by Christine Simmons’ (our Director of Membership Services) recent memo to clubs about possible holes in their liability insurance coverage, and it made me think that it is time to talk to private club owners about some employment sinkholes that one must be wary of. Since there are one and sometimes two other columns in this magazine that have clubs as their subject, I have generally stuck to Division & Section interests, but this time I’m going to dive in. 

Christine’s memo, of course, was a timely reminder about the limits of the USFA liability coverage. For any club that just has fencing activities within it, it is essentially full coverage, but the gaps appear if you are sub-leasing out some, or all, of your space to another activity, such as martial arts or aerobic dance. You will, of course, have assured yourself that your sub-lessees have their own liability coverage for their activities, but imagine this: One day in your salle, a Supreme Master of Dhing-Dong-Bhong demonstrates a spectacular rolling kick previously seen only twice outside of Bhutan; a kick in which his feet roll all the way up to the ceiling. Unfortunately, he manages to entangle himself in one of your overhead reels and comes crashing down head-first. His attorney, in the highest tradition of American jurisprudence, sues everybody within a 20-mile radius. Imagine your chagrin when you discover that your liability insurer declares that it does not have to defend you, or pay a settlement, because the episode was not fencing-related. That, Grasshopper, was what Christine was talking about.

Even less known are the pitfalls involving “virtual” employees. It is a grand old tradition in mom & pop operations to exchange some kind of services (janitorial or reception are favorites) for instruction and/or dues. Did you really think that such activities would have escaped the benevolent attention of the King’s tax gatherers? You may not realize that such an exchange – service for something of value – makes the person rendering that service an employee and subject to tax withholding. You must submit the appropriate amounts for Social Security (FICA) & Medicare premiums plus Federal Unemployment (FUTA) and probably State Disability Insurance (SDI), even if you are not handing the employee any cash at all. Now, you can outflank this little problem if you can declare the person a “Contract Employee”, which makes him or her responsible for rendering unto Caesar, but you have to prepare and send at the end of the year a Form 1099 that states the total cash value of the services provided. That lays it on the employee to cover the taxes, although if he or she is a student they will probably have no tax liability anyhow. If you want to go that route, you still really need to read the instructions for how the Feds and your State define “Contract Employee”.

So let’s say that you have cleared all your bases in that regard and want to return to your den for a nap. Well, not so fast! There is another happy institution run by States called the Workman’s Compensation Program. Employers, no matter how small, are usually expected to fund this through Workman’s Compensation Insurance premiums, and in many states you must count even your Contract Employees when toting up your total work force for the purposes of establishing your premium. Now, there is more than a little variation among States, and I’m not familiar with most of them, so you would be wiser than an owl to check with the authorities (who usually issue publications covering this), or your lawyer or your accountant (if you have either) before jumping in with both feet.

OK, what happens if you ignore all of the above and continue blissfully along on a tide of oblivion? Well, nothing - unless you get caught. People rarely do, but it can happen if your club is honored with a random IRS or State audit, or if someone complains. In case you think that I’m playing Cassandra in a transparently desperate attempt to titillate my readers, I can only tell you that a few years ago in a city neighboring mine the authorities hit a number of martial arts clubs (an event known locally as “The Last Ha-Sa!!”), and in 2010 my club was audited by the State Workman’s Compensation Fund. Fortunately for my business, I have an accountant who made sure that I was dotting all my “i” s and crossing all my “t”s. However, if you do get nailed, it is unlikely that a Federal or State attorney will ask for the death penalty; or that the cognizant agency will make a legal deal out of it at all, if the fine that they impose is paid promptly.  But, since most private clubs run on a fairly narrow profit margin, a hefty fine could easily put one under. As a businessman, why take a chance?

I emphasize that I am talking about privately-owned clubs here. Not-for-profit operations are different beasts who hang out in a different part of the barn, but I would assume that the directors of such clubs became familiar with the federal and their state’s requirements as they waded through the process of obtaining their status. If they didn’t, they might as well relax, because they’re doomed.

In the Trenches 

Chapter 12

Unless you live in a place where news only reaches your village by canoe, you will be aware by now that the former bylaws of the USFA have been completely replaced by a set that almost totally reorganizes the structure of our federation. When originally proposed, this restructuring included the elimination of Divisions & Sections, but in what may be arguably the old Board of Directors’ finest hour, they rejected that idea out of hand. However, I’m sure that this is going to raise the question in some minds as to whether, in the absence of the applicable sections of the USFA Bylaws, there is anything governing how Divisions & Sections are going to be run. But of course there is, messieurs et madames: your individual sets of bylaws. After the Board made its decision, a paragraph was inserted into the new rules that states flatly that Divisions & Sections will continue as they were constituted under the old organization. That means that your Division or Section Bylaws rule.

I flatter myself that through a combination of the Division Operating Guide and this column, most of our Divisions have updated their bylaws to pattern them fairly closely after the sample provided in the Guide. If you have, then you are not going to experience much of a flutter at the local level. On the other hand, if you have deviated wildly from them, or you don’t really have any, then (to put it in technical terms) you can probably kiss your collective derrieres goodbye. If you do not know why this would be so, then nothing I say in this column is going to help. It is possible that there are Divisions out there that are composed entirely of people so downright amenable that they would have unnerved Dr. Suess, but my own time in this job leads me to think that it is more likely that, by December, those without viable bylaws will be experiencing turmoil that will make the French Revolution look like a day at the beach. And if one of you in that situation contacts me for advice, don’t be surprised if all I can tell you to do is to call in an air strike. 

So what is the author’s message, class? Check your bylaws, and if they are non-existent (or existent but off-the-wall) do everything you collectively can to fix the situation as soon as possible.

Now, on to a topic I used to think that I would only go near after I had translated The Iliad into Inuit. I mean, everytime I sit down in front of my computer it still sneers, but yes, let’s talk about the Division website.

I am pretty certain that every Division & Section in the USFA now has a website, but some of them are down, and more are badly out of date. The advantages of having a website over the old U.S. mail approach is the ability to get information out fast, and thus to make additions or deletions to the tournament schedule as the season progresses. The website also should act as an easily accessible repository of pertinent Division information.

One of the problems that often crops up in the local cyberworld is the number of people who overestimate their computer expertise; it is not unusual that someone will volunteer to be the Division webmaster who really is not very adept at the old keyboard. Perhaps more invidious is the person who does know the field, says he’ll do the job, and then wanders off into the weeds while the website gets increasingly discombobulated (sometimes they’ll be so far out in the meadow that even repeatedly cooing “Spiderman” or “Gandalf” won’t bring them in). I would say that finding a webmaster who can do the job with both ability and rigor has become one of the most important tasks that face a Chair.

So, let’s say you landed a good one…what should be on the site. (1) the Division tournament schedule (2) the names of the Division officers and their contact information (3) the names of the other members of the Executive Committee (it is optional whether their contact info needs to be up there) (4) a copy of the Division Bylaws. This is very important, because every member of every Division should have ready access to their local bylaws. (5) Any official Division policies and procedures (6) the minutes of previous Executive Committee meetings (7) the names and contact information for local USFA Registered Clubs is always a good idea (8) Important notices or announcements (9) Anything else you want to throw in that you think is relevant or helpful.
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