Winning with Wimpy

Last time I discussed some of the problems and difficulties that many players face with using the ALERT system.  Improper usage and abuses will frequently end with the Director making an adjustment to the score that will never be beneficial and quite often disastrous.
Before I get into that, I’d like to address the common belief that Directors routinely rule against the average player and in favor of the professionals and experts.  I personally know dozens of Directors both locally and nationally, and while I’ve had my share of rulings go against me, I’ve NEVER known a single one to consciously show favoritism or preference to elite players. While many rulings may appear to be arbitrary, the simple truth is that expert players appear to get favorable decisions more often than the rest of us because they understand the rules better. A player who plays for a living is more likely to recognize possible infractions (and potential damages) more readily than those who play recreationally. Furthermore, Directors tend NOT to be expert players themselves (with some exceptions). While it is expected that Directors be well-versed in points of law, many rulings come down to determining whether or not a particular action is reasonable after Unauthorized Information (UI).  This is rarely a trivial question, and most good Directors will elicit as many opinions as possible before making a final ruling. Of course even experts will disagree about whether or not some actions are reasonable, so there will always be those who disagree with the final verdict.  The lesser-experienced players often view this as bias, but it’s nothing of the sort.

Take it from me, the call Directors least like to receive are those that involve possible adjustments due to UI. To avoid them, you need to train yourself to always bid in tempo, and learn what is and is not alertable.  This includes ALWAYS pausing 8-12 seconds after a (weak) jump on your right whether or not your opponent places a STOP card on the table. Failing to do this is not only inconsiderate, but might conceivably expose your side to a UI penalty/adjustment later - depending on how the auction progresses.
One of the most common problems arises when someone mistakenly alerts (or fails to alert). When I was learning the game, I was frequently advised to always alert when in doubt. The belief was that this would offer protection “just in case”.  Rarely does a session go by when I don’t hear someone announce “I think I should alert that?” or “That might be an alert.”  You must avoid this. A bid is either alertable or it’s not. If you are unsure, it’s usually permissible to “alert”, but do not offer up your opinion unless you are asked. 
According to National Tournament Director Mike Flader: “It is still good advice to alert if in doubt as to a call's alertability. It would be very rare for a T.D. to assess a penalty [to the average player] for alerting a call which did not require one [and] a procedural penalty would be rare. I might penalize an expert for this, but not a run of the mill player.”
What if partner fails to alert your call? This one is easier than most players realize. If partner’s next bid would have been conventional if he had alerted your call, you must alert it! Of course this may wake partner up to what’s going on, but Law 16A clearly states that partner will not be allowed to choose from among logical alternatives one which may be favorably suggested from this action.  If partner’s hand shows that he recognized your conventional call and simply forgot to alert it, it’s quite possible there will be no penalty.
Finally, if partner fails to alert your (conventional) call, your subsequent actions will come under scrutiny. All your later bids MUST be made as if partner HAD alerted it. For example, you open 1♦, partner responds 1♥, RHO overcalls 1♠ and you make a support double. If partner doesn’t alert this call, it’s possible you will not be allowed to raise hearts later in the auction, as partner is presumed to already know you hold 3 of them and could rebid hearts himself if it was right. Law 16A may prevent you from doing this if any other call is a reasonable alternative.
The same situation arises when partner mistakenly alerts or announces your call as conventional when it was not. Suppose RHO opens 1♦ and it is passed around to partner. He balances 1NT and you bid a natural 2♥. Partner now incorrectly announces your bid as a transfer and bids 2♠. From your view, you must assume he did not announce anything, and that he knows you have 5 or more hearts. Most of the time, it will be unreasonable for you to do anything other than pass here. Of course if you hold  ♠ ---  ♥ J976432  ♦ K94  ♣ K53  you may be able to justify bidding 3♥, but there won’t be too many hands where it will be considered reasonable to rebid a suit on the 3-level that you failed to introduce over 1♦. 
For more tips on improving your bidding and defense go to www.wimpy.biz/bridge  
