Chapter 7
Basic Water Polo Rules
As covered in Chapter 1, the history of water polo is replete with rules changes and
differences in rules from one continent to the next. In the United States, there was a long
period where the Americans didn’t play by the European and F.I.N.A. rules at all (circa.
1890-1910), then only during the summer Club season (circa 1950-1975) and now, the two
sets – N.C.A.A. and F.I.N.A. are very similar.* (Note: there will likely be more rule changes
that will affect the upcoming description.)
Water Polo is played in a pool with a course that is either 30m. X 20m.for men or
25m. X 20m. for women. The minimum depth of the pool should be 6.5 ft. Markings on
the pool and their significance are as follows:

NCAA rule book

Red: 2meter line – an offensive player inside the 2m.line without the ball or ahead of the ball
is offside (ordinary foul).
Yellow: 5 meter line – a major foul within the 5m.line may result in a penalty shot; and an
offensive player may take a direct shot after an ordinary foul if beyond this line.
White: Half distance line – players line up after a goal and the goalie may not touch the ball
past this line.
* Note: see end of chapter for current differences between N.C.A.A. and F.I.N.A. rules.

Classification of fouls:
There can be unlimited fouls of a certain variety in water polo. Most of the fouls
committed are termed “ordinary.” The penalty for this type of foul is a “free throw” given to
the player who was fouled; or, if committed by the offense, given to the closest player on the
opposing team.
Examples of these types of ordinary infractions, are:
A. Ordinary (regular) fouls – unlimited.
• Placing the ball under water. (see sequence below): when a defender presses down
on the offensive player’s hand and (s)he is in contact with the ball. If the offensive
player is without contact, it is allowable to take the ball under water.

NCAA rule book

Ball under example part 1 – white cap defender reaching over offensive player (#2) with her hand on top of
the ball
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Ball under part two- total submergence of yellow sphere
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•

Making contact with a player who is not in control of the ball.

NCAA rule book

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Going inside the opponents’ two-meter area on offense without the ball going first.
A player’s cap coming off – not called until capless player’s team on offense;
stoppage of play.
Using the bottom of the pool to assist in an offensive or defensive motion – goalie
excepted.
Using two hands to handle the ball – goalie excepted.
Using a clenched fist while making contact with the ball – goalie excepted.
Failure to take the free throw within a reasonable period of time.
Leaving early for the start of the period.
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•
•
•

To assist a player at the start of the period or any other time of the game.
Using more than 35 seconds of offense.
Pushing off from an opponent. By using the hands or feet, a player may not use
another as an object to gain separation and advantage by pushing or kicking.

NCAA rule book

B. Ejection (exclusion) fouls: punished by removal from the field of play for a period of
twenty seconds. Limited to three per game.
•

Interfering with a free throw.

NCAA rule book
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Exclusion fouls (con’t.)
• Splashing in the face of an opponent

NCAA rule book

•

Holding, sinking, or pulling back an opponent not in possession of the ball.

NCAA rule book

Holding exclusion foul – dark cap#6 has his left hand under water & his right on top of offensive player
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Sinking exclusion foul – white cap defender sinking the dark-capped offensive player on the entry pass.
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Pulling back exclusion foul – white cap defender #10 is pulling back the submerged offensive player from
reaching the ball
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C. Penalty Fouls: punished by a free shot on goal at 5 meter mark.
•
•
•
•
•

For a goalkeeper or other defending player to pull down or otherwise displace the goal.
For a defending player intentionally to play or attempt to play the ball or block a shot
with two hands.
For a defending player intentionally to block or attempt to block a pass with two hands.
For a defending player to play the ball with a clenched fist.
For a goalkeeper or other defending player to take the ball under the water when tackled.

“It is important to note that while the fouls described above, and other fouls such as
holding, pulling back, impeding, etc., would normally be punished by a free throw (and
exclusion if appropriate), they become penalty fouls if committed within the 4 meter area by
a defending player if a probable goal would otherwise have been scored.” (www.fina.org)
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Penalty foul: dark-capped player pulling back white-capped dribbler as she shoots(inside 5m. area)
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D. Major Foul: Punished by removal from the game and perhaps penalty throw.

NCAA rule book

E. Referee signals:

NCAA rule book
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F. Rules Questions & resources:
www.scafwp.org or www.ncaa.org or www.fina.org/waterpolo or www.nfhs.com
True or False:
1. Re-entry areas are always located at the team bench area, which is usually at the
corners of the field of play opposite the official’s table.
2. When a person is called for an exclusion foul, (s)he can re-enter the field of play
without going to the penalty box.
3. If a team on offense does not come out of its huddle without undue delay after a
timeout expires, the referee shall award the ball to the opposing team.
4. The ball may be played by either player involved in a neutral throw before it hits the water.
5. A referee may issue a red card to a player in the water if (s)he refuses to leave the
field of play after he has been whistled for either a misconduct or disrespect foul.
6. A goalie can touch the ball on the opposition’s side of half.
7. It is considered a goal (i.e. 1 point) if 50% of the ball goes inside the plane of the goal.
8. A goalie can shoot and score a goal at the opposition’s net.
9. A referee will point in the direction of the team that is on offense after (s)he makes a call.
10. The ball lands partially onto a sideline and rolls back into the field of play. The ball
was never out of bounds.
(see answers below)
1. T
2. F
3. T 4. T 5. T 6. F
7. F
8. T 9. T 10. T
Game management for water polo includes responsibilities which rely on rudimentary
understanding of the aforementioned rules. Dr. Barbara Kalbus, past President of United
States Water Polo and an expert in competition management, has written a very definitive
version of these responsibilities as applied to the workings of the timers, scorer, and
exclusion secretaries. See the website: www.sopacwp.com (“online host form” – “desk
manual”) for a complete description of these responsibilities.
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