ICCF Special Leave
For many years, I have declared that the ICCF Special Leave rules are vague, ambiguous, subject to misunderstanding, misuse, abuse, and frequently confuse players and tournament officials.  We have also reached the point where the requirement for special leave is vastly different from the ICCF player who chooses a postal method of play versus the webserver.

Despite attempts to eliminate special leave altogether, a compromise was reached several years ago to form the Office of Special Leave (OSL).  While the creation and implementation of the OSL has made great strides towards consistent application of the special leave rules, the numbers and rates of intended misuse continue.  This year, there are several proposals to eliminate special leave through a variety of measures and those will be addressed in due course at the appropriate spot in Congress.

Since the formation of the Office of Special Leave in the summer of 2011, the Office has adjudicated 511 separate applications for ICCF Special Leave.

Some of the more interesting application requests:

1 month – holliday

5-weeks - Уезжаю на дачу

2-weeks - Pilgerfahrt nach Israel

2–weeks - My computer was lost in the accident two days ago.

2-weeks - Работы много, неуспеваю.

20-days - The reason is the failure of my HD.  My Mac is in reparation.

30-days - I would like to ask you to approve me a special leave because I'll move my work for a mouth.

2-weeks - high blood pressure

2-weeks - Hi, I will be vacationing in Europe for a week and a half and needs the relaxation and be stress free.

2-weeks - I am to Florida Vacations

30-days - Other side I need in normal live in this summer.

2-months - May I ask this leave due to a small baby?

6-weeks - I wish to request Special Leave because my internet is out of order due to a problem on my line

3-months - I will be working overseas in Frankfurt Germany in November and December, so it will be very difficult for me to continue my games effectively.

I also receive many requests for special leave to be only applied to particular tournaments (one of the initial observations of special leave abuse) and the expectation, that despite being a volunteer, I should be waiting by my computer to process your application that you have known about for 3 months, but starts tomorrow.

Should Congress vote to continue Special Leave, I highly recommend the wording be carefully examined and clarified.  Words such as “overseas” “urgent”, “unexpected events” are subject to too many interpretations and should be clarified.  I would also suggest that because of the divergence between players who wish to play via postal methods and the webserver, it is time to consider developing two sets of criteria – one for each type.  Last, because of the time required to consider, often seek clarification, and implement each Special Leave request, if Special Leave remains an ICCF option, I must respectfully step down from the Office of Special Leave and offer this position to another volunteer with time and ambition to administer the duties of this position.

Sincerely,

Michael Millstone, PhD

ICCF General Secretary

ICCF Office of Special Leave

Present Special Leave Rules
Special leave is intended to be used primarily for unexpected events such as serious illnesses, natural disasters, and urgent overseas business postings.  Recognizing the value of other chess activities special leave may be granted for attendance at ICCF Congress or OTB tournaments away from a player's home. Events planned such as moving house, vacation, or work, are not valid reasons for special leave.  Computer failure is NOT an acceptable reason for requesting a special leave.

Retroactive special leave is only ever to be given when the player is unable to contact the TD or another player by some means, usually because of sudden hospitalization.

Special Leave Proposal

ICCF Congress -2012

Special Leave Implementation

ICCF Special Leave Principle

If a player claims special leave and the special leave is approved, the “exceptional” circumstances must be so severe that the player cannot play any correspondence chess.

In other words, a player informs the TD that he or she is unable to play any CC during the requested period.

Problems

· Privacy concerns – some reasons were highly personal (medical) issues, yet the player often had to provide details to many TDs and officials.

· Inconsistency in the application of the reasons for granting ICCF Special Leave.  Interpretation of the Special Leave rules was highly irregular among different TDs.

· Lack of oversight.  Many instances were discovered where some players would claim Special Leave in some tournaments while continuing to play in others.  While not the fault of the TDs, this abuse nonetheless belied the spirit of Special Leave in which a player is unable to play in any tournaments.

2011 Solution (Last Congress)

The ICCF Office of Special Leave (OSL) was formed to deal exclusively with requests for Special Leave with the following exceptions:

Special Leave will apply to ALL active ICCF tournaments in which you are participating, with the following exceptions: (a) Friendly tournaments (country to country), (b) National Federation only tournaments, (c) Thematic, and (d) Unrated tournaments.  For these tournaments only, the player (or representative) will need to request Special Leave from the Tournament Director (or through the Team Captain in team events).

Present ICCF Provisions

Special leave is intended to be used primarily for unexpected events such as serious illnesses, natural disasters, and urgent overseas business postings.  Recognizing the value of other chess activities special leave may be granted for attendance at ICCF Congress or OTB tournaments away from a player's home.  Events planned such as moving house or work, are not valid reasons for special leave.  Computer failure is NOT an acceptable reason for requesting a special leave.

Issues

Having processed all the special leave requests for the past year, and respectful of players privacy, the following is a summary (aggregation) of some of the issues in the interpretation and application of the above special leave rule. 

From 15/05/2011 to 30/09/2012, approximately 350 requests for special leave were submitted for consideration.

1.  The rules as written are extremely ambiguous, open to many interpretations, and still subject to abuse by more resourceful players.  For example, what does the “unexpected” in events mean?  At some point, everything is unexpected, be it an illness, natural disaster, or overseas posting.  Another question is what constitutes “serious”?  Given the global nature of work and availability of the Internet, there should be no reason why working away from home, much less “overseas” is a liability or should be considered “serious”.  Whether I am working out of my home for 10-hours per day or on a business trip overseas, I still have the same time to devote to chess.  A hypothetical example will show how the “overseas” element is a relic of a past era.  I could conceivably travel from Alaska to Florida, over 6,000 km for business and not be eligible for Special Leave because the trip is in the same country and does not cross a sea, while someone living on the eastern border of France and travels 5 KMs to Germany and qualifi8es for Special Leave as the rule is written.  The terms “overseas” and “urgent” have no place in the rules.  Technically, any business reason is urgent (especially if one wants to keep his or her job!

2.  The divergence between webserver chess and postal chess players causes more problems with administering Special Leave fairly.  Often, a postal player requests special leave, not because they cannot play chess, but they are away from home and receipt of the moves.  The fact that 99%+ of postal players could probably arrange for moves to be transmitted via e-mail (if not already in place), or have someone collect the mail and transmit the moves (e-mail or phone) has not been accounted for in the rules.

3. For the informed and very well-informed player, it is quite easy to take 90-days of leave every year (that is 25% of the entire chess year).  30-days of normal leave and 60-days of Special Leave.  A simple, “I will be in the hospital and recovering – need 60-days of Special Leave” falls within the rules.

4. The 2012 Olympics concluded in London recently.  A bevy of athletics trained years to participate, only to fall to injury before or during the Olympics.  In every case, a request to delay the Olympics to allow the athlete to recover was denied.  The point is that life continues, and chess is just one hobby that fills out time.  Everybody is different and everybody makes choices as to how much time, energy, and processing power to devote to the game of chess.  Why should players who travel frequently be allowed more time over someone who prefers to stay local?  If you are playing over-the-board and feel ill or injure yourself, you stop playing and lose.  The solution is to put the tools in the players’ hands, even the playing field, and admit that circumstances will happen.

ICCF 2012 Proposal

This proposal is in two parts and ideally, both parts should be accepted together for maximum benefit.

1.  Effective immediately, all new requests for Special Leave will be discontinued and the Office of Special Leave disbanded.

2.  Effective immediately, unless otherwise specified by the Tournament Organizer, each player shall receive 45-days of “normal” leave to use, manage, and allocate as he or she sees fit.

3. This 45-days shall be allocated as follows:

· On the start date of the tournament, each player will have 45-days of leave credited to their specific tournament bank.

· Each month, players will be allocated an extra 4 days of leave in each tournament as long as the tournament is active.

Note: this eliminates the calendar based leave system, which has always been disproportionate, especially when a tournament player starting in January receives the same amount of leave as one who starts in December.
A hypothetical example might be valuable here.  Assume a tournament starts November 1, 2012:

Present situation:

Player has 90 of leave available at the end of 2012 (30 regular and 60 special).

Player has 90 days of leave at the end of 2013 (30 regular and 60 special).

In 14 months, player has up to 180 days of leave available.
Proposed:

Player has 45 days of leave at start of tournament (any purpose)

Player earns 8 days of leave for November and December (any purpose)

Player has 53 days of leave at the end of 2012 (any purpose)

Player earns 12*4 (48) days of leave for 2013 (any purpose)

Player has 101 days of leave at the end of 2013 (any purpose)

In Practice

Eliminating special leave is not a radical proposal.  Several extremely strong chess countries (Example: The Czech Republic and France) have eliminated special leave for their national tournaments or have never even offered the option for Special Leave with little affect on players or tournaments.

In the example of the Czech Republic, for national postal tournaments, the “Special Leave” option as such did not exist.  The only one exception were cases when a player fell seriously ill and had no chance (e.g., because of a sudden hospital admission) to inform the TD and take the regular leave.  In this case, the TD had authority to allow him the regular leave retroactively, and after the regular leave had elapsed, to allow him a maximum of 15 days of additional (not special) leave.  In any case, it was not allowed to use up these additional days before the regular leave (in that time, 30 days for a complete tournament – not for a calendar year!) had been completely taken. 

On 01.07.2010, when the Czech CCA adopted the ICCF rating system and discontinued the national one, even this single exception was discontinued too.  On the other side, now the 30 days of regular leave apply for a calendar year, like in the ICCF playing rules.

In the national tournaments played on the ICCF webserver, a special leave has never been applied.  The feedback of Czech players has always been entirely positive and no objections have been submitted.  On the contrary, some Czech players pointed out cases when the special leave rule was abused in the ICCF tournaments. 

The example for the French Federation is even easier.  They have never had Special Leave and all reports indicate their national tournaments work just fine with no complaints.

Respectfully submitted,

Michael Millstone, PhD

ICCF General Secretary

ICCF Office of Special Leave

PJBoogie@yahoo.com
