
T H E  L A W S  O F  F O O T B A L L

Neatly enough, there are only seventeen main laws for the most popular game on earth.
These are based on rules put together in England as far back as 1863 and formally rati-

fied by the International Football Association Board in 1886.

1. The pitch. Length: 100–130 yds (90 m–120 m). Width: 50–100 yds (45 m–90 m). The two
long lines are called touchlines, the two short lines are called goal lines. The pitch is divided
by a halfway line, with a centre point where the ‘kick-off’ occurs to begin the match. At
each goal, there is a 6-yard box (5.5 m) known as the goal area. Outside that, there is an
18-yard box (16.5 m) known as the penalty area. A penalty spot is drawn 12 yards (11 m)
in front of the goalposts. The goalposts are 8 yards (7.32 m) apart and 8ft (2.44 m) high. 

2. The ball. Circumference: between 27 and 28 inches (68–70 cm). Weight: between 14 and
16 oz (410–450 g).

3. The teams. No more than eleven players can be fielded by each team, including the goal-
keeper. Depending on the competition, between three and seven substitutes can be used.
In addition, any player can change places with the goalkeeper provided that the referee
is told and the change occurs while play has stopped.

4. Clothing. Players wear football shirts, shorts, shinguards under long socks and football
boots. Goalkeepers wear different-coloured kits.

5. The referee. All decisions by the referee are final. Powers include the ability to give a ver-
bal warning, a more serious yellow card warning, or a red card, which results in imme-
diate sending off. A second yellow card is equivalent to a red. The referee also acts as
timekeeper for the match and controls any restarts after stopped play.

6. Assistant referees (linesmen). These indicate with a raised flag when a ball has crossed
the lines and gone out of play, and let the referee know which side is to take the corner,
goal kick, or throw-in. They also raise their flags to indicate when a player may be
penalised for being in an offside position.

7. Duration. Two halves of forty-five minutes, with a half-time interval of no more than fif-
teen minutes.

8. Starting. Whichever team wins a coin-toss kicks off and begins play. The ball returns to
the centre spot after a goal and at the start of the second half. All opposing players must
be in their own half at kick-off – at least ten yards (9.15 m) from the ball.

9. In and out. The ball is out of play when it crosses any of the touchlines or goal lines, or if
play has been stopped by the referee. It is in play at all other times.
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10. Scoring. The whole ball has to pass over the goal line. If a member of the defending team
knocks it in by accident, it is an ‘own goal’ and still valid. Whoever scores the most goals
wins.

11. Offside. The offside rule is designed to stop players hanging around the goal of their oppo-
nents, waiting for a long ball to come to them. A player is given offside if the ball is passed
to him while he is nearer to the goal than the ball and the second-last defender. Note that
players are allowed to sit on the goal line if they want, but the ball cannot come to them
without offside being called by the referee. An ‘offside trap’ is when defenders deliber-
ately move up the field to leave a forward player in a position where he cannot take the
ball without being called offside. It is not an offside offence if the ball comes to a player
from a throw-in, a goal kick or a corner kick.

12. Fouls. Direct and indirect free kicks can be given to the opposing team if the referee
judges a foul has been committed. The kick is taken from where the foul occurred, so if it
is close to the opponent’s goal, the game can easily hinge on the outcome. Fouls can range
from touching the ball with the hands to kicking an opponent. In addition, the player can
be cautioned or sent off depending on the offence.

13. Free kicks. Direct free kicks can be a shot at goal if the spot is close enough, so are given
for more serious fouls. The ball is stationary when kicked. Opposing players are not
allowed closer than ten yards (9.15 m), which has come to mean in practice that the
opposing team put a wall of players ten yards from the spot to obscure the kicker’s vision.

Indirect free kicks cannot be directly at goal, but must first be passed to another player.

14. Penalties. These are awarded for the same offences as direct free kicks – if the offence
happens inside the penalty area of the opposing team. This is to prevent what are known
as ‘professional fouls’, where an attacker is brought down deliberately to stop him scoring.

The goalkeeper must remain on his goal line between the posts until the ball has been
kicked. Other players must be outside the penalty area and at least ten yards from the
penalty spot – that’s why there’s an arc on the penalty area.

The penalty must be a single strike at the goal. As long as it goes in, it can hit the posts
and/or goalkeeper as well. In the normal run of play, a penalty kick that rebounds off the
keeper is back in play and can be struck again. In a penalty shootout, this does not apply
and there is only one chance to score.

15. Throw-ins. A player must face inwards to the field and have both feet on the ground, on
or behind the touchline. Both hands must be used and the ball must be delivered from
behind the head. The thrower must pass the ball to another player before he can touch it
again.

16. Goal kicks. These are given when the opposing team kick the ball over the opposing goal
line, after a missed shot at goal, for example. The goal kick is taken from anywhere with-
in the goal area and the ball must pass out of the penalty area before another player can
touch it.
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17. Corner kicks. These are given when a member of the defending team knocks the ball
over his own goal line. The goalkeeper may do this in the process of saving a goal, for
example, or a defender may do it quite deliberately to prevent a shot reaching goal.
Many goals are scored from corner kicks, so the tension is always high when one is
given.

Defending players must remain at least ten yards (9.15 m) from the ball until it is
kicked. In practice, they group themselves around the goalmouth. Defenders work
hard to prevent attackers finding a free space. Attackers work to drop their marking
defender, get the ball as it comes in and either head or kick it into the goal. A goal-
keeper is hard-pressed during corners. Visibility is reduced due to the number of peo-
ple involved and the ball can come from almost anywhere with very little time to
react.

Other Points of Interest

The goalkeeper is the only player able to use his hands. However, apart from the lower
arms and hands, any other part of the body can be used to help control the ball.

If the game must be played to a conclusion (in a World Cup, for example), extra time
can be given. There are various forms of this, but it usually involves two halves of fifteen
minutes each. If the scores are still tied at the end of extra time, a penalty shootout is used
to decide the winner. Five pre-arranged players take it in turns to shoot at the goal. If the
scores are still tied, it goes to sudden-death penalties, one after the other until a winner
is found.

One advantage that football has over rugby and cricket is the fact that if you have a
wall, you can practise football forever. The other games really need someone else. There
are many ball skills that must be experienced to be learned. It’s all very well reading that
you can bend the ball from right to left in the air by striking the bottom half of the right
side of the ball with the inside of your foot, or left to right by using the outside of your foot
on the bottom half of the left side of the ball. Realistically though, to make it work, you’ll
have to spend many, many hours practising. This is true of any sport – and for that mat-
ter any skill of any kind. If you want to be good at something, do it regularly. It’s an old,
old phrase, but ‘use makes master’ is as true today as it was hundreds of years ago.
Natural-born skill is all very well, but it will only take you so far against someone who has
practised every day at something he loves.

THE LAWS OF FOOTBALL

31




