Dear Director

by Fearghal O’Boyle

What am I meant to do with these colourful 
Red and Blue ‘STOP’ and ‘ALERT’ cards 
that I have in my bidding box?
Firstly, you use your nice red ‘STOP’ card just before you make a jump bid i.e. if you are about to open the bidding with a bid of 2( or higher, or if you are about to make a jump response or a jump overcall.  Secondly you use your nice blue ‘ALERT’ card as soon as your partner makes an alertable call.  Finally you ‘ANNOUNCE’ instead of alerting in three very specific situations.
The purpose of using your ‘STOP’ card just before you jump the bidding is to ask your left hand opponent to wait for approximately 10 seconds before he makes his next call.  It is hoped that by using the ‘STOP’ card to force your left hand opponent to wait (poker faced) before calling, that the amount of unauthorised information transmitted by him will be reduced or eliminated completely.  
For example, if your left hand opponent were to call too quickly over your jump bid he would be telling his partner that he had an obvious call to make and if he were to bid too slowly over your jump bid he would be telling his partner that the call he had chosen was not completely obvious i.e. he was considering other possible calls.  This unauthorised information could easily influence his partner’s choice of calls.  Of course this information cannot be used by his partner but we are all human and it is hard to block these things from our minds.  Understandably these matters can sometimes become very heated in competitive tournaments.  
Ideally you should place your ‘STOP’ card on the table in front of you, then make your jump bid and then when you feel the 10 seconds are up, lift your ‘STOP’ card letting your left hand opponent know that he is now free to call.  Your left hand opponent should not call until you lift your ‘stop’ card.  If you make a jump bid and forget to use the ‘STOP’ card your left hand opponent should still wait for 10 seconds before calling.
The Laws of Bridge require you to disclose all your partnership agreements to your opponents and you do this through the ‘alert’ procedure.  You use your ‘ALERT’ card as soon as your partner makes an alertable call.  Most conventional calls are ‘alertable’.  The ‘Alerting and Announcing Regulations’ are updated periodically by the CBAI and full details can always be found in your CBAI Diary and also on the CBAI website.  The ‘Alert’ alerts your right hand opponent to the fact that he may be in need of an explanation of your partner’s call.  If he wants an explanation he asks you for one.  You do not offer an explanation for your alert unless he asks.  At this point, your left hand opponent cannot ask any questions.  Instead he must wait until it is his turn to call before he can ask questions.  
Remember also it is the partner of the player who makes the conventional call who ‘ALERTS’ and gives the explanation if asked.  You do not alert or explain your own calls.  When you are alerting your partner’s call you must make sure that both opponents see your alert.  Ideally you should take out your blue ‘ALERT’ card and show it to both opponents and hopefully receive an acknowledgement from both of them to say that they have noticed your alert.

There are some CBAI exceptions when it comes to alerting conventional calls.  For instance, you are not required to alert a normal strong Acol 2 Club opening bid or a simple Stayman response to a 1NT opening bid.  In addition, the CBAI has an over-riding regulation saying that you should not immediately alert any calls above the level of 3NT that occur on or after the opener’s rebid.  Instead the declaring side alert such calls after the final pass but before the opening lead has been selected.  The defending side alert such calls after the opening lead has been selected but before it has been faced.  

To help with the alerting and explaining process, the bidding cards should remain on the table until the opening lead has been made face down and all explanations have been obtained.  Only then should the opening lead be faced and the bidding cards returned to their boxes.

The CBAI Regulation in relation to alerting ‘doubles’ is that any double on the first or second round of bidding of a one or two level natural suit bid is assumed to be a ‘Take-Out-Double’ and all other doubles are assumed to be ‘Penalty Doubles’.  If your partnership has an agreement that your partner’s double means something other than the assumed meaning then you need to alert.
Some calls are so common that rather than waste time alerting and then explaining them - you simply explain them straight away.  This process is called ‘Announcing’.    You should ‘ANNOUNCE’ your partner’s bid in the following three scenarios:

1. If you have agreed with your partner that your non-forcing 1( or 1( opening bid can be made with 3 or less cards in the suit, then when your partner opens 1( or 1( - you state the minimum number of cards i.e. ‘could be 0, 1, 2 or 3 cards’ as appropriate.

2. When partner opens 1NT – you state the range e.g. ‘12-14’ or whatever the range is.

3. If you open 1NT and the next opponent passes and your partner responds 2( (Transfer) or 2( (Transfer) – you say ‘Transfer to Hearts’ or ‘Transfer to Spades’ as appropriate.
For clarity here are a few answers in response to some frequently asked questions?
· You are still required to alert or announce your partner’s bids even if you have already declared your basic system to your opponents at the start of the round.
· You do alert calls above 3NT that are made on the first round of the positive auction.
· A 1( opening bid that cannot be passed needs to be alerted i.e. if you play a ‘negative’ Diamond then you need to alert both the 1( opening and the 1( response.
· No alert or announcement is required for a 5-card Major suit opening bid.
· No alert or announcement is required for a Stayman 2 Club response to a 1NT opening bid – even if the 2( bid does not promise a 4-card major.
· Puppet Stayman (asking about 5-card majors) does need to be alerted.
· No alert or announcement is required for a Strong Acol 2 Club opening bid.
· You do alert a Stayman 3( response to a 2NT opening.
· You do not alert simple 2( and 2( transfer responses to 1NT - instead you ‘announce’ them.
· You do not alert the simple ‘completion’ of a transfer – unless it carries a special partnership message e.g. if your partner is not compelled to complete the transfer then you should alert.
· You do not alert leads or signalling methods.
It is to be expected that less experienced players will struggle with proper procedures at first so please do not use these regulations to intimidate or belittle newer players.  There is no need to get involved in any argument with your opponents at the table.  You simply call the tournament director whenever anything goes amiss and your local friendly director will helpfully explain proper procedure to the table and put everything back on track again.

And do please remember to return your beautiful Red and Blue Stop and Alert cards to your bidding box at the end of the night.
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