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An HPA  Consultation Paper 
Developing a Vision for Polo over the next 5 years - adapting the sport and responding to the key 

challenges polo faces today 
 
1. Introduction. 

a. Polo is facing one of the most challenging periods in its history, not just in England but across 
the world. These challenges come from both within the sport and also the significant external 
headwinds arising from political and economic uncertainty in the UK, the potential impact of 
Brexit and profound changes in social attitudes towards conspicuous wealth and privilege.  

 
b. During this period it is important for the HPA as the governing body for polo in England to 

take a lead in setting the agenda as to how the sport responds to these challenges. It is 
important for the HPA to set out clear aims and a vision for the sport over the next 5 years, 
showing how the sport can adapt, become more inclusive and show a better appreciation and 
understanding of the need and views through all levels of the game.  

 
c. There is also an overwhelming desire to see a greater sense of fairness throughout the sport 

and in particular with respect to the participation of amateurs, transparency of handicapping 
policy, team composition and tournament conditions. There is much we can do to address 
this concern as to fairness in the game, all of which should enhance enjoyment in the sport 
for everyone.  

 
d. The foundation of this vision should be a clear set of aims building on the initiatives already 

underway in the sport, coming together to drive a modernising agenda. There are a wide 
range of skills and resources, currently under-utilised throughout the sport that need to be 
harnessed to re-energise the sport and return it to growth and a firmer footing for the future. 
Naturally not all initiatives will succeed but the HPA now needs to lead a more creative and 
imaginative agenda to drive change and growth.   

 
e. The five year vision should be focused on; 

(i) The development of a plan to grow the sport at all levels, with a particular emphasis on 
grassroots entry level affordable polo and amateurs in the sport.  

(ii) Ensuring the handicapping policy and tournament conditions provide the framework 
for fair and competitive polo at all levels.  

(iii) A review of the development and education in the sport, aimed at the young and 
aspiring as well as new patrons. 

(iv) Raising the standards of conduct, behaviour, discipline and animal welfare in the game. 
(v) Strengthen relationships with other leading international polo associations and bodies 

and greater clarity as to shared long term objectives and international fixtures planning. 
(vi) A Commercial strategy, focused on maximising the commercial opportunities in the 

sport and clear investment plans for long term benefit across the sport.  
(vii) A review of the governance and decision making in the sport. 
To make progress in achieving this vision, there are some structured thoughts to support 
progress in achieving each of these elements of the vision. 
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2. The development of a plan to grow the sport at all levels, with a particular emphasis on grassroots 
entry and amateurs in the sport. 

a. While the number of clubs affiliated to the HPA has continued to grow and currently stands 
at 73, overall HPA membership has remained static in recent years at around a total of 2700 
members (including temporary, intro and chukka members) a fall of about 20% from the peak 
level of membership in 2008. Anecdotal evidence suggests there has been at least a 20% 
reduction in patrons during this period, supported by a dramatic fall in team entries at all 
levels from high goal through to VL entries. 

 
b. Developing a strategy to bring new people into the sport at all levels is critical in order to 

arrest this decline and re-invigorate interest in the sport. Failure to deliver this growth has 
serious longer term implications for every aspect of the game, including the long term 
standing of English polo in the World and the ability to attract sponsors.  

 
c. Underway is a plan led by MHF Polo and fully supported by the executive of the HPA to arrest 

this decline. The proposal is that this would be a three year initiative funded and fully 
supported by the HPA; 
(i) Establishing of a growth committee involving a broad range of clubs focused on bringing 

new players into the sport.  
(ii) A National marketing strategy to support grassroots opportunities and club initiatives 

to bring new players into the sport and to become HPA members.  
(iii) Establish a co-ordinated social media campaign and targeted initiatives, across a broad 

range of channels to raise awareness of the Home Internationals and polo matches 
more generally to drive higher spectator numbers and awareness of the game.  

(iv) Embrace SUPA and find a way to work with them to ensure a reduced fallout of players 
post full-time education and to sustain the current strength and participation in student 
polo.   

(v) Establish two National Inter-Club leagues (-2/0 and 0/2) played on a regional basis 
through the season, culminating in National semi finals and finals, with a focus on 
amateur players (and potentially some adaption to format, such as 3 chukka matches 
and 3 a-side).  

(vi) Establish a player status as ‘Amateur’ or ‘Professional’ and work with clubs to create 
more opportunities for amateur players to play at a higher level in well organised teams. 
Including establishing a requirement for all teams up to the 8g level to have at least one 
amateur player, in addition to the patron.   

(vii) Establish a rule for all HPA tournaments that every team, at every levels is required to 
have at least one English player (amateur or professional) other than the patron. The 
establishing of this rule is fundamental to growing opportunity for English players and 
creating more opportunity to play at higher levels. Over time this is likely to result in a 
stronger group of English amateur and professional players and is consistent with the 
approach adopted in the USA and Argentina. The first step in the introduction of this 
will be in the form of ‘guidance’ to patrons seeking their consideration for English 
players when forming teams at all levels.  

(viii) Ensuring U18 overseas players adhere to the ‘no rewards’ rule, to ensure fairness with 
young English players seeking the same opportunities.  
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3. Ensuring the handicapping policy and tournament conditions provide the framework for fair and 
competitive polo at all levels  

a. Significant progress has already been made in establishing a more progressive and fairer 
handicapping system which ensure players are moved in handicap more quickly, particularly 
at the lower levels. Equally progress has been made in making changes to tournament 
conditions and the composition of teams to make this aspect fairer as well.  

 
b. There is no desire in the proposed approach to handicapping and tournament conditions to 

impose greater restrictions or to discourage patrons in their plans or approach to forming 
teams - however it is important for the HPA to work harder to support the English game and 
its development, to ensure handicapping and team compositions are fair and to create the 
framework for enjoyable and competitive polo for everyone at all levels.  

 
c. It is proposed to consider these two aspects together and progress the framework of each to 

the next stage, creating greater clarity and transparency in the approach to both.  
(i) Handicapping policy  

a) Continue with the policy and progress that has already been achieved, with greater 
enforcement of the rules already in place concerning handicapping through the 
season to address under handicapped players (particularly those coming from 
overseas or the young progressing quickly). In addition, bringing into force some 
additional guidance to policy; 

b) No player can be more than 1 goal lower in handicap than the handicap held in the 
players home country. For fairness, the cut off date for this would be 1st January, 
such that any amendments to handicaps capture changes and improvements around 
the world after the end of the English season.  

c) Under 18 players will be required to play off their home country handicap (effective 
of January 1) unless their HPA handicap is higher.  

d) The player should be handicapped as an individual player rather than in the context 
of a particular team. 

e) Players should be handicapped in the context of the level played (seeking to avoid 
the risk of too many low goal players handicapped on the basis of just low goal local 
club polo).  

f) The 22 goal handicap should continue to be used and this should be extended to the 
18 goal level. The game is played at this level by approximately 50 patrons and 
players as such handicapping at this level does need special consideration to ensure 
it is appropriate for this level, fair and recognises the breadth of abilities of patrons 
and players at this level.   

g) The -2 handicap should be viewed as an introductory handicap as such, unless there 
are exceptional circumstances players should be moved up to at least -1g after their 
first year.   

h) For each handicap level the handicap committee will establish benchmark players 
such that this can be used by Clubs and the committee as an additional reference 
point in considering the comparability of players at each level and between levels.  

(ii) Tournament conditions  
a) Progression of the existing guidelines put in place in recent years with the aim that 

there should be at least one English player in every team (in addition to the patron) 
and at the lower levels greater involvement and progression of amateurs, bearing in 
mind that there will have been an upward shift of handicaps.   
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b) At 2g, 4g and 6g the maximum combination of the two best players cannot exceed 
the level being played, and at least one English amateur player in each team (in 
addition to the patron). At these levels, in 2g, the highest individual handicap 
should be 2g, in 4g the highest handicap should be 3g, in 6g the highest handicap 
should be 4g and at 8g the highest handicapped player should be 5g. The table 
below, with the old limits in brackets, shows that the opportunities for the +1 goal 
players are numerous and our aim is that the decent amateur playing polo as a 
recreation should be +1. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

c) At 8, 10 and 12g, ensuring the minimum handicap requirement of zero is strongly 
enforced.  

d) At 22g, 18g and 15g levels patrons should be encouraged to make every effort to 
include one English player in each team. Following the outcome of Brexit the HPA 
will look further at this guidance with a view to introducing a formal rule to support 
English player inclusion for teams at this level.  

e) At 22g a minimum age of 15 years or 3 goals should be introduced and no overseas 
sponsored player less than 4 goals. 

f) In the event of a patron substitution at the 22g level, every effort should be made 
to ensure this is done with an amateur player from an agreed high goal player list.  

 
d. The adoption of these amended tournament conditions, particularly at the lower levels will 

encourage the participation of amateur players. It should also reduce costs, ensure better 
balanced teams and prevent the dominance of a single player in a team. In the longer term, 
polo up to 6 goals could become primarily an amateur game with medium goal taking in 
polo from 10 to 16 goals and high goal anything of 18 goal or above.  

 
3.  A review of the development and education in the sport, aimed at the young and aspiring as well 

as new patrons. It is proposed that the Development Committee reviews its approach to 
development in the sport, its objectives and definitions of success. In this review it is important 
for the committee to pay particular attention to; 
a. A co-ordinated program for polo development through specific age groups (U14, U18, U21, 

U25 and senior) with clear objectives and ownership for the programs at each level. As part 
of this program, we need to encourage development teams to be participating in VL 
tournaments at a range of levels, under a HPA banner.  

 

Level Handicap Some Options 

 Min Max Limit of 2 players  

8 0 5 (-) No limit 5+3+0+0, 5+2+1+0, 
4+4+0+0, 4+3+1+0, 
4+2+1+1 

6 -1 4 (5) 6 (7) 4+2+1-1, 4+1+1+0, 
3+2+2-1, 3+1+1+1, 
2+2+1+1 

4 -2 3 (4) 4 (5) 3+1+1-1, 3+1+0+0, 
2+2+1-1, 2+2+0+0, 
2+1+1+0 

2 -2 2 (3) 3 (4) 2+1+1-2, 2+0+0+0, 
1+1+1-1, 
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b. For those young and aspiring players seeking to leave formal education at 16y or 18y, the HPA 
work with an Educational establishment such as Hartpury College to establish a mandatory 
vocational program for these individuals to support their development. In a modular form, to 
include basic accounts and financial planning, IT skills, media training, organisational 
management, equine and yard management etc. The ambition of this program is for the 
participants to have a recognised qualification.  

 
c. For patrons coming into the sport (at any level) a guidance program, seeking to cover some 

of the basic considerations for a new player in the sport.   
 
4.  Raising the standards of conduct, behaviour, discipline and animal welfare in the game. 

a. There are a number of initiatives already underway to address these concerns including the 
existing rules that are in place, the recently introduced flagging system, the work underway 
to invest in Umpiring education throughout the sport. However, if the sport is to succeed in 
raising profile, growing spectator numbers and introducing new players to the game there is 
a greater need for focus on these key areas of behaviour and a more rigorous enforcement 
of the rules. In particular, the frequency of foul language and unpleasant behaviour on the 
field has the potential to be a major issue and does need to be urgently addressed. All can be 
quickly remedied with clear and unequivocal guidance to umpires and adherence.  

 
b. The animal welfare considerations (in particular whipping, spurs, horse management) are 

likely to become an ever-increasing consideration for the sport and the Welfare Committee 
should be encouraged to review the sports approach.  

 
5. Better relationships with other leading international polo associations and bodies and greater 

clarity as to shared long term objectives and international fixtures planning.  
a. The impact of new immigration rules and their future uncertainty plus the prospect of Brexit 

has created significant challenges for the sport and its relations with overseas associations 
and their players.  

 
b. It will remain critical for the HPA to continue open dialogue with overseas associations on the 

issues of player and groom immigration and to keep them fully informed on progress to 
achieve a system satisfactory to all. In the short term, the objectives agreed with AAP in 
December have been met and there is currently some harmony on this issue. It is likely that 
a tightening of the rules by the HPA concerning overseas players (including the participation 
of U18 on an amateur only basis) and the introduction of rules giving greater support to 
English players will be unpopular, irrespective of the fact they mirror rules already in force in 
other countries.  

 
c. Initiatives such as Xtreme polo require a joined up approach from the leading international 

associations to ensure the appropriate participation of home players and also the right co-
ordination from a fixtures perspective.  

 
d. It is important for the International Committee to establish a clearer and better planned 

International fixture list, on a rolling three year view. Such a plan will ensure a better program 
both in England and overseas, one that is better planned and has the potential for full 
sponsors involvement. 
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6. A commercial strategy focused on maximising the commercial opportunities in the sport and clear 

investment plans for long term benefit across the sport. 
a. Significant work is already underway to establish a Commercial Activities board and to bring 

the activities of Licensing, Sponsorship and Events under one structure. This is an important 
development to create greater accountability to these activities and maximise the 
commercial value they have to offer.  

 
b. For the longer term, as described in the Commercial Paper, these activities have the potential 

to generate meaningful and regular income for the sport and a result support financially a 
number of the important initiatives outlined in this paper. Subject to their success, further 
funds will become available to support these plans as part of a considered program of 
investment throughout the sport. It will be important to understand where clubs and 
members want this investment directed in due course.  

 
7.  A review of the governance and decision making in the sport. 

a. As part of a modernising program for the HPA and a 5 year vision for the sport it is important 
to review the overall governance framework for the sport, to ensure the interests of the sport 
as a whole are properly represented. Also a review of the individual committees would be 
appropriate along with the decision making processes.  

 
b. It would be proposed that a working group (the ‘chairman’s working group’) undertook a 

review of; 
(i) The Stewards election process.  
(ii) The term of reference, leadership and composition for each committee.  
(iii) Clarity of decision making at each committee (for example composition and decision 

making of the section committee) 
 

c. The outcome of this review would be designed to streamline and modernise the governance 
of the sport and its decision making, with a view to creating; 
(i) A Chairman’s Working Group. 
(ii) Clear ToR for each Committee, with each having a Steward as Chair and Vice Chair. 
(iii) A Stewards group actively engaged across the committees and setting agenda and 

execution by the Chairman’s Working Group. 
(iv) The Council, to provide engagement with the Clubs and members.  
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