
Medical Time-out, Hindrances, Double Bounces 
Court Chatter - January, 2012
Q. In a recent match, the server would hold 2 balls, tossing one behind her prior to the serve.  The opponent found this distracting and confronted the server telling her it was a distraction.  She went on to say that tennis rules state that if your opponent is distracted by what you are doing and asks you to cease that action, you must do so.  Is this in fact a tennis rule?

A. There is no such rule requiring a player to stop something which her opponent finds distracting.  However, there is a "Hindrance Rule" which states "If a player is hindered in playing the point by a deliberate act of the opponent, the player shall win the point.  However, the point shall be replayed if a player is hindered by an unintentional act of the opponent, or something outside the player's own control."  In Friend at Court, the USTA book of rules and regulations, pages 18, 19, and 20 and pages 49 and 50 discuss the hindrance rule and cite examples.
The situation you describe in which the server held two balls in her hand prior to serving might or might not fit the hindrance rule. It all depends on when the server discarded the extra ball.  At one time, apparently, it was a common practice among some players to hold two balls during service, toss one up and, if her first serve was good, she then tossed the extra ball toward the fence behind her.  This is a really bad practice because this ball can roll or be blown back on the court possibly causing the server or her partner to trip over it.  Also, the opponents could be distracted by that discarded ball which could still be rolling after the point has started.  The server or her partner wouldn't see the ball because it would be behind them, but the opponents could.  In this case, the opponents could call a let and the point would be replayed.  If the opponents asked the server to stop this practice, and she did not, then this situation could be considered a deliberate hindrance with loss of the point to the serving team.  A USTA comment on this situation can be found on page 20 of the current USTA rule book, Friend at Court, USTA Comment 26-5.
However, as I understand the situation you described, the server discarded one ball before she tossed the other ball up for her serve.  Did she hold the two balls in her hand, choose one to serve, and then toss one away, making sure that the ball had stopped rolling and was off the court and well behind the baseline, before ever starting her service motion?  If this is how she did it, the point has not started, and it’s difficult to see how an opponent could invoke the hindrance rule if the ball is not yet in play.  However, in the interest of good sportsmanship, a player should at least make an effort to stop a practice which the opponent finds distracting if she has been asked to do so.

Q. I'm a little confused about warm-ups.  The rules state you can only warm up with your opponents during the 10 minutes before a match.  What about teams playing warm up matches before a scheduled match?   Do LCWTL rules permit this?

A. LCWTL rules refer only to the 10 minute warm-up period which is part of the match. It does NOT refer to any practice which players or teams do before match start time.  If the match is to begin at 11 a.m., for example, 11 a.m. is the time at which the LCWTL rules apply.   Any practice which teams or individual players do before the start of the actual match is not relevant to this rule.  Many teams do use the early part of the morning before matches for practice which is perfectly fine.  If the opposing team arrives several minutes before the start of the match, it would be a courtesy to offer them courts to practice on.  However, as we know court time is limited at some clubs and is not always available.  Think of it this way - the league has no authority over what any player does with her free time before or after matches.  Rules for league play cannot apply until the match has actually begun.
  
Q. On a short ball where a player runs up and scoops the ball up and returns it, when should the opposing team question if it was a double bounce?  During the point?  After the point?

A. USTA rules state that "A player shall promptly acknowledge when the ball bounces more than once in the player's court."  If no call is made, then the opponents must continue to play the point even if, in their opinion, there was a double bounce.  If they stop play to ask if there was a double bounce and the answer is no, then obviously they lose the point.  Continuing to play and asking about a double bounce in the middle of a point could be considered a deliberate hindrance, also with loss of point.  (USTA Rules: Hindrance Issues, Talking During a Point)  Therefore, the only appropriate time to question the opponent about a possible double bounce would be after the point has been played. 

Q. Do our LCWTL rules allow a player to take a medical timeout for heat related conditions such as cramps, or are medical timeouts only allowed for other illnesses or injuries?

A. On page 42 of our LCWTL book, under rest periods, it states that our league allows 5 minutes for a "one-time treatable medical condition".  It does not specify that the timeout must be for an injury or specific illness.  Heat cramps should be considered a medical condition which is treatable with rehydration with electrolyte beverages or sports drinks such as Gatorade. 
The 2011 edition of "Friend at Court", the USTA rules and regulations handbook, also addresses this issue. (It should be noted that USTA rules allow a 3 minute timeout while our league allows 5 minutes.)  Page 109 - Under a section entitled "Limit on Number of Timeouts" there is a topic on "Cramping and heat-related conditions" which specifies One in warm-up and one in match.  Limit applies even if a heat-related condition or cramping is in different parts of the body.  Page 111 - In a section of questions and answers, FAC (Friend at Court) Comment III.E-11:  A player requested a medical timeout for treatment of leg cramps.  The Referee granted the request.  Can a player receive treatment for loss of physical condition?  Yes. A player may be treated as long as the condition is treatable.  The ITF Rules of Tennis no longer distinguish between injuries and natural loss of physical condition.
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