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Rules of the game of Petanque Libre 
 

1)  # OVERVIEW 

2)  Petanque is a sport in which two teams compete to throw metal balls ("boules") as close as possible to a smaller 

wooden target ball ("the jack").  Each team consists of 1, 2, or 3 players.  Each team plays with 6 boules.  All players 

on a team play with the same number of boules.   In singles, by prior agreement, each player plays with 3, 4, or 6 

boules. 

3)  Petanque can be played on any kind of surface.  Normally, it is played on a surface of hard dirt. 

4)  The area where a game of petanque is played is called "the terrain".  The terrain may or may not have marked 

boundaries.  There are supplemental rules, in addition to the basic rules of the game, for games played on terrains 

with marked boundaries. 

5)  While throwing, players stand inside a circle with both feet on the ground.   

6)  A game consists of a series of rounds called "menes".  At the end of a mene, after both teams have thrown all of their 

boules, the team with the boule closest to the jack wins the mene.  The winning team scores one point for each of its 

boules that is closer to the jack than the opposing team's closest boule. 

7)  A game consists of as many menes as are necessary for one of the teams to reach the winning score of 13 points.  

8)  # TERMINOLOGY — GAME OBJECTS 

9)  There are three kinds of physical "game objects" in petanque: the boules, the jack, and the terrain.  

10)  "Boules" are metal balls that conform to FIPJP regulations for the size and weight of petanque boules.   "FIPJP" is the 

Fédération Internationale de Pétanque et Jeu Provençal, the International Petanque Federation.  Except for the effects of 

normal wear, the playing characteristics of the boules should not have been changed from what they were when the 

boules were new from the manufacturer.  Boules may be painted or marked to assist in the identification of a set, if 

that painting or marking does not change the playing characteristics of the boules.   

11)  The "jack" is a wooden ball that conforms to FIPJP regulations for the size and weight of jacks.   

12)  The term "ball" covers and applies both to boules and to the jack.   

13)  A ball (a boule or a jack) is "dead" when, for some reason, it is no longer considered to be a game object.   A dead ball 

stays dead until the completion of the agreement of points for the mene. 

14)  "The terrain" includes the ground (i.e. the surface) upon which the game is played, things in or on that ground at the 

beginning of the game (e.g. stones, leaves, tree roots, pillars and posts), and things suspended above that ground 

(e.g. ceilings, light fixtures, overhanging tree limbs).  

15)  The "playing area" is an area that contains one or more terrains.  If the playing area contains multiple terrains and a 

game is being played on one of those terrains, the terrain where a game is being played is the game's "home terrain". 

16)  "The circle" or "throwing circle" is a circular object placed on the ground, or a circular figure drawn on the ground, 

to indicate the place from which balls are thrown during a mene.   The circle is considered to be "active" from the 

time that it is placed until the completion of the agreement of points. The inside diameter of a physical circle is 

50cm.  The diameter of a drawn circle is approximately 50cm.  A drawn circle may be re-drawn by agreement of the 

teams.  All measurements are made from the inside edge of the active circle. 

17)  # TERMINOLOGY — ILLEGAL EVENTS 
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18)  It is physically possible for non-game objects ("foreign objects") to introduce change or motion into the world of 

game objects.  Foreign objects include, but are not limited to:  a human being (other than a player legally throwing a 

ball); an animal; the wind; any kind of non-game object that comes onto the terrain (e.g. a football, a boule from 

another game). 

19)  After the circle has been placed and before the completion of the agreement of points, the only way that change or 

motion can legally be introduced into the world of game objects is by a player throwing a boule in conformity with 

the rules.  Motion legally introduced into the world of game objects may be legally propagated by impact from 

game object to game object.  

20)  An "illegal event" is an event in which the location of a stationary game object or the velocity (speed or direction) of 

a moving game object is changed by a foreign object, or a boule thrown contrary to the rules, before the completion 

of the agreement of points. 

21)  After an illegal event, if it is possible to undo the illegal event, the two teams will undo it.  If it is not possible to 

undo the event (either because multiple game objects were illegally moved, or for some other reason) the two teams 

will agree to leave all the balls where they are on the terrain and carry on with the game. 

22)  A player that causes an illegal event is called the "offending" player in the event.  His team is the "offending" team 

and the other team is the "offended" team. 

23)  "Undoing" an illegal event means that the two teams agree to restore the game objects, as nearly as possible, to the 

state they were in, or would have been in, if the illegal event had not occurred.  

24)  If the throwing circle or a ball is illegally moved, its "original location" is the place where it was located before it was 

illegally moved. 

25)  A ball is "moved" or "displaced" when its location is changed.   A ball is not considered to have been moved or 

displaced if it is bumped and rocks slightly in place but does not change its location. 

26)  "Restoring" an illegally-moved object means putting the object back in its original location.  The original location is 

determined by agreement of the two teams.  In cases where one team can be considered the offending team, the 

offended team makes the final decision about the original location. 

27)  # TERMINOLOGY — MISCELLANEOUS 

28)  The jack is "visible from the circle" if every player can see the jack while standing (or, for a player in a 

wheelchair, sitting) in the circle.  The jack is considered to be visible if the only thing blocking a player's view of 

the jack is a boule. 

29)  A "throwing obstacle" is an object or condition on or near the terrain that might interfere with a player's normal 

throwing form.  A "pointing obstacle" is an object or condition on the terrain that is less than one meter from the jack 

and which makes it impossible for a player to point a boule into the area occupied by the pointing obstacle. 

30)  Before the first point is scored, the "winning team" is the team that won the draw to start the game.  After the first 

point is scored, the "winning team" is the team that last scored a point.   The other team is the "losing team". 

31)  A team "has the point" if one or more of its boules is closer to the jack than any of the opposing team's boules. 

32)  The point is "decided" if one of the teams has the point.  If neither team has the point, the point is "undecided". 

33)  A situation in which the boules closest to the jack belong to different teams and are at equal distances from the jack 

is an "equidistant boules" situation.   In an equidistant boules situation the point is undecided.  

34)  If there are no live boules on the terrain, the point is undecided.  

35)  If neither team scores any points at the end of the mene, the mene is "scoreless". 
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36)  # DEAD GROUND AND DEATH OF A BALL 

37)  Before the start of a game, or between menes, the teams may agree to consider specified parts of the playing area to 

be "dead ground" for the game.   

38)  Any live ball (boule or jack) that comes onto, or crosses, dead ground dies instantly.    The entire ball (every part of 

the ball) must be directly above dead ground for the ball to be considered dead.    

39)  The jack is dead in any of the following circumstances. 

[1] The jack comes onto, or travels across, dead ground. 

[2] The jack is not visible from the circle when there is at least one boule still to be played.   

[3] The jack is displaced to a location that is more than 20 meters from the circle. 

[4] The jack is displaced to a location that is less than 3 meters from the circle. 

[5] The location of the jack is unknown (i.e. the jack is lost). 

[6] The jack has no fixed location (e.g. because it is floating in water). 

[7] There is dead ground between the jack and the circle.  

40)  # CHANGES TO THE TERRAIN 

41)  It is forbidden for players to remove, press down, crush, or move anything on the terrain at any time during the 

game.  The terrain may not be raked or groomed at any time during the game.  A player may not place or leave any 

object on the terrain that might interfere with the game or the game objects.  

42)  A "hole" is a hole in the surface of the terrain (an impact crater) that was created by the impact of a boule striking the 

terrain earlier in the game or during an earlier game.   

43)  During the game it is forbidden for players to make marks on, or erase marks from, or make changes to, the terrain, 

except in the following cases: 

[1] At the beginning of a mene, before the jack is thrown, the active circle should be drawn or marked and any 

player may erase the marks of inactive circles.   

[2] If the surface of the terrain makes it impossible to draw or mark the circle, the team that places the circle may 

clear an area in the surface of the terrain to create a circular area that will act as the throwing circle; at the end of the 

mene that area must be filled in and the surface of the terrain must be restored to its original condition. 

[3] A team may mark the location of a ball; later such marks may be erased.   

[4] A team may mark the location of an object to be removed in order to permit measurement; after completion of 

the measurement the object should be restored to its original location and such marks may be erased.   

[5] A team that is about to throw a ball (boule or jack) may repair one hole in the terrain.  The repair must be limited 

to restoring the surface of the terrain to its condition before the hole was created. 

[6] A player may not smooth out or tamp down any part of the surface of the terrain that is not part of a hole.  

Specifically a player may not smooth out a track left by a rolling boule. 

[7] It is specifically forbidden for players make any mark on, or make any change to, the ground in order to guide a 

boule or to mark an intended landing spot. 

44)  # STARTING THE GAME 

45)  Before starting the game, the teams may agree on terminology for expressing verbal acceptance of the thrown jack.  

Alternatively, the teams may agree that there will be no such terminology.   

46)  To begin a game, the teams use a random procedure (a "draw").  The team that wins the draw is the winning team.  

The winning team chooses the terrain where the game will be played and begins the first mene.   

47)  # STARTING A MENE 

48)  A mene begins with the winning team placing the circle.  The jack is then placed, and the winning team throws the 

first boule. 
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49)  # PLACING THE CIRCLE 

50)  A mene begins with the winning team placing the circle.   For the location of the circle to be valid—  

[1] The circle must be on the game's home terrain (if the game has a home terrain). 

[2] The circle must be at least 2 meters from any other active circle. 

[3] The circle must be at least 1 meter from any throwing obstacle. 

51)  The team that places the circle should mark the circle's location so that the circle can be restored if it is accidentally 

moved. 

52)  After the circle has been placed, if a player accidentally moves or picks up the circle before all boules have been 

played, the teams will restore the circle to its original location. 

53)  After the first mene, the procedure for placing the circle is as follows.   

[1] The circle is placed around the jack's location at the end of the previous mene.   However, if a game is being 

played on a home terrain and the jack was located outside of the home terrain at the end of the previous mene, the 

circle is placed on the home terrain as close as possible to the last location where the jack (either stationary or 

moving) was alive in the previous mene.   

[2] If from that location it is not possible to throw the jack to the maximum legal distance, the team placing the circle 

may move, but is not required to move, the circle in a direction away from the place where the circle was located in 

the previous mene, up to but not beyond the point where it is possible to throw the jack to the maximum legal 

distance.   

[3] If the circle is less than 2 meters from another game's active circle or less than 1 meter from a throwing obstacle, 

the circle must be moved to avoid those problems. 

54)  # PLACING THE JACK 

55)  After the circle is placed, the jack is "placed", i.e. put onto the terrain.  The procedure for placing the jack is as 

follows: The winning team attempts to throw a valid jack.  If after one minute or three attempts the winning team 

has not succeeded in throwing a valid jack, the winning team gives the jack to the losing team.   If it is not possible 

to position the jack at the maximum legal distance from the circle's current location, the losing team may move, but 

is not required to move, the circle, as described above.  One of the members of the losing team then places the jack 

by setting it down on the ground with his hand, in a location that both teams agree is valid.   

56)  The jack has been placed in a valid location if and only if all of the following conditions are true.  

[1] The jack is located on the game's home terrain (if the game has a home terrain). 

[2] The distance between the circle and the jack is at least 6 meters and at most 10 meters. 

[3] The jack is at least 1 meter from any pointing obstacle. 

[4] The jack is at least 1 meter from any dead ground. 

[5] The jack is not dead.  (See "Dead Ground and Death of a Ball".)  

[6] The jack is not in a location that might cause the game to affect or be affected by some other nearby activity.  

(This condition is applicable to games played in parks and other public places.) 

57)  If the teams have agreed on terminology for expressing verbal acceptance of the thrown jack, after an attempt to 

throw the jack the opposing team may use that terminology to accept the validity of the thrown jack.    

58)  To "challenge the jack" is to request that the game be paused so that measurements can be made to determine 

whether or not all of the conditions for the validity of the jack have been met. 

59)  Each team retains the right to challenge the validity of the jack until it (the team) throws its first boule or verbally 

accepts the validity of the thrown jack. 
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60)  A challenge to the distance of the jack is resolved by measuring the distance between the inner edge of the circle and 

the nearest surface of jack.  If the jack was pushed by the first boule and the jack's original location was marked, 

such a challenge is resolved by measuring the distance between the circle and the mark.  If the pushed jack's original 

location was not marked, such a challenge is resolved by measuring the distance between the circle and the pushed 

jack.   

61)  If the opposing team picks up a thrown jack that the throwing team believes was valid, the jack is restored to its 

original location by agreement of the two teams.  The opposing team may then challenge the jack. 

62)  # THROWING THE FIRST BOULE 

63)  The first boule of a mene is thrown by a player on the winning team, regardless of which team placed the jack.  The 

player that throws the first boule is not required to be the same player that threw the jack.  

64)  If the first boule goes dead for some reason (e.g. goes onto dead ground), the opposing team plays next.  The teams 

play alternately until there is a live boule on the terrain or all boules have been thrown. 

65)  # DECIDING WHICH TEAM THROWS NEXT 

66)  If only one team has unplayed boules, then that team plays its remaining boules.   

67)  If both teams have unplayed boules and the point is decided, then the next boule is thrown by the team that does 

not have the point.   

68)  If both teams have unplayed boules and the point is not decided, then the next boule is thrown by the team that 

played the previous boule (the boule that created the undecided point).  The teams play alternately until the point is 

decided or until only one team has unplayed boules. 

69)  After a boule has been thrown, either team may "challenge the point", i.e. request that the game be paused so that 

measurements can be made to determine which team should throw the next boule.   Such measurement is called 

"measuring for the point." 

70)  It is the responsibility of both teams to reach an agreement about which team has the point and which team should 

throw the next boule.  

71)  If both teams agree on which team should throw the next boule, and that team throws the next boule, the boule is 

considered to have been legally thrown.   The legality of the thrown boule cannot be changed by subsequent 

measurements or discoveries (e.g. a measurement for the point, the discovery of a forgotten boule). 

72)  A team that has the opportunity to challenge the point, but does not challenge it and lets the opposing team play the 

next boule, is considered to have agreed that the opposing team should throw the next boule.   

73)  If a team throws a boule without giving the opposing team a chance to challenge the point, and the teams later 

discover that it (the offending team) should not have thrown the next boule, the boule is considered to have been 

thrown contrary to the rules.     

74)  Each team is responsible for knowing how many unplayed boules it has, and for supplying that information to the 

opposing team on request.  A "forgotten boule" (a boule that a team should have played, but that they did not play 

because they incorrectly believed that they had no unplayed boules) is dead and may not be played. 

75)  # MEASURING 

76)  It is the responsibility of the last team that threw a boule to measure for the point.   After it has finished, the 

opposing team may, if they wish, also measure for the point. 



- 7 - 

77)  Before throwing a boule, a team may make "tactical measurements", i.e. measurements performed in order to help 

them decide how to play their next boule.   Time used in making tactical measurements counts against the one 

minute allowed for the team to play its next boule. When only one team has unplayed boules, all measurement is 

considered to be tactical measurement. 

78)  A boule or any other movable object on the terrain that interferes with measurement may be temporarily removed 

in order to permit measurement to be performed.  The location of the object must be marked before it is removed, 

and it must be restored to its original location after measurement is finished.  After it is restored to its original 

location, the marks on the ground may be erased. 

79)  Measuring the distance between balls means measuring the shortest distance between the surfaces of the two balls. 

Any mud or foreign matter adhering to a ball that prevents measuring to the surface of the ball must be removed 

before measuring. 

80)  # GENERAL RULES ABOUT THROWING 

81)  A team has a maximum of one minute to throw the jack, starting from the time that the team knows that it is their 

turn to throw the jack.   A team has a maximum of one minute to throw the next boule, starting from the time that 

the team knows that it is their turn to throw the next boule. 

82)  During the time that a player is throwing (i.e. from the time that the thrown ball leaves the player's hand until the 

time that it hits another game object) both of the player's feet must be in contact with the ground and completely 

inside the circle (no part of the sole of either shoe may be above any part of the circle).  During this time, no part of 

the player's body except his feet may touch the ground.    

83)  A player who is not able to stand unaided with both feet inside the circle may throw with one foot-substitute inside 

the circle.  A foot-substitute is the foot, prosthetic device, crutch, or wheelchair wheel on the same side of his body 

as the player's throwing arm.    

84)  Before a ball is thrown, it must be clean and dry (weather permitting).  

85)  If a player breaks any of these rules about throwing, the player is considered to have broken the rules, but the 

thrown ball is not considered to have been thrown contrary to the rules. 

86)  # VISIBILITY OF THE JACK 

87)  If a foreign object comes onto the terrain and interferes with the visibility of the jack, the foreign object must be 

removed. 

88)  After the jack is moved (by a game object or a foreign object), both teams are responsible for agreeing that the 

jack in its new location is visible from the circle.  After a team verbally agrees that the jack is visible in its new 

location, or throws a boule with the jack in the new location, that team cannot challenge the visibility of the 

jack.  After all boules have been thrown, the visibility of the jack cannot be challenged. 

89)  # AGREEMENT OF POINTS 

90)  A mene is considered to have finished when all boules have been thrown or the jack dies.  After the end of a mene, 

the teams agree on which team (if any) won the mene and how many points it scored.  This activity is called the 

"agreement of points".   

91)  If the jack is alive and the point is decided, then the team that has the point wins the mene and scores as many 

points as it has boules that are closer to the jack than the opposing team's closest boule. 

92)  If the jack is alive and the point is undecided, then neither team wins the mene; the mene is scoreless. At the start of 

the next mene, the winning team is the same team that was the winning team at the start of the scoreless mene. 
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93)  If the jack is dead, then— If one and only one team has unplayed boules, then that team wins the mene and scores as 

many points as it has unplayed boules.  Otherwise, neither team wins the mene; the mene is scoreless. 

94)  # BOULES THROWN CONTRARY TO THE RULES 

95)  A boule is considered to have been thrown "contrary to the rules" if it was thrown while the player was standing 

outside the active circle, or thrown from a circle that is no longer active.  

96)  If a player accidentally throws a boule that is not one of his own unplayed boules, the boule is replaced with an 

unplayed boule belonging to the offending player or (if the offending player has no unplayed boules) one of the 

offending player's team-mates.   If the offending team has no unplayed boules, the accidentally-thrown boule is 

considered to have been thrown "contrary to the rules". 

97)  If a team throws a boule "contrary to the rules", the offended team has the choice of [a] leaving the illegally-thrown 

boule where it is, [b] declaring the illegally-thrown boule to be dead, or [c] agreeing to undo the illegal event. 

98)  # ILLEGAL EVENTS 

99)  When a stationary ball is picked up or displaced by a player before the points have been agreed, the illegally-moved 

ball is restored to its original location.  This specifically includes cases in which a player accidentally moves a 

stationary ball while measuring.  The original location is determined by agreement of the two teams.  The offended 

team makes the final decision about the original location. 

100)  If the velocity of a moving ball is illegally changed, and the teams agree that it is possible to undo that illegal event, 

the illegal event is undone.  Otherwise, everything is left where it is.   Undoing the illegal event may include putting 

the ball approximately where it would have gone if it had not been interfered with.  That location is determined by 

agreement of the two teams, with the offended team making the final decision. 

101)  # MISCELLANEOUS RULES 

102)  During a game, the only boules that a player may hold in his hands are his own unplayed boules. 

103)  During a game, if a ball is lost or broken, it must be replaced with a similar ball.  If a ball breaks into pieces during a 

mene, the pieces are removed and a similar ball is placed in the location of the biggest broken piece.   If a boule 

breaks during a mene, after the mene the boule's owner may replace his entire set of boules with a new set. 

104)  If the jack is knocked into an area where another game is in progress, the players using the jack will mark its 

location, pick it up, and wait for the end of the mene that is in progress in the other game.  While waiting, they will 

show patience and courtesy.  When the other game has finished its mene, the players will put the jack down in the 

marked location, finish their mene, and return to their game's home terrain.  If a boule is knocked into an area 

where another game is in progress, a similar procedure is followed or the owner of the boule may declare it to be 

dead and remove it from the game. 

105)  While a player is throwing, players of the opposing team must stand at least 2 meters from the circle, the jack, and 

the line of play.  "The line of play" is an imaginary line extending from the circle, through the jack, and continuing 

on indefinitely. 

106)  # ADDITIONAL RULES FOR MARKED TERRAINS 

107)  Optionally, petanque may be played on a terrain that has marked boundaries.  Strings or painted lines on the 

ground may be used to indicate the boundaries of the terrain. 

108)  In a game played on a terrain that has no marked boundaries but is surrounded by a physical barrier designed 

to prevent balls from leaving the terrain (e.g. wooden boards or concrete curbs), a ball that hits the physical 

barrier is dead. 

109)  When boundary lines divide a large playing area into smaller areas, those smaller areas are called "lanes". 
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110)  When the playing area is divided into lanes, each game's home terrain is located in one of the lanes.  That lane 

is the game's "home lane".  The boundaries of the home lane become the boundaries of the game's home 

terrain, and the game is said to be played on a "marked terrain". 

111)  When playing on a marked terrain, the teams will agree, before the start of the game, on which (if any) 

adjacent lanes, in addition to the game's home lane, will be considered to be "live ground" for the game. 

112)  Any part of the playing area outside of the game's live ground is dead ground for the game.   

113)  The boundary line between live ground and dead ground is called the "dead-ball line" for the game.  The 

ground beneath the dead-ball line is live ground for the game. 

114)  Boundary strings or painted boundary lines cannot legally be moved during the game.  If something (e.g. a 

boule or a player's foot) moves a boundary string during the game, the boundary itself is not considered to 

have moved. 

115)  A lane is usually rectangular, but may have any shape.  If the live ground for a game has an irregular or concave 

shape, it may be possible for dead ground to exist between the circle and the jack. 

116)  During a game played on a marked terrain, dead boules should be left on the ground at least 10cm outside of the 

game's dead-ball line.  A dead boule that is less than 10cm outside the dead-ball line should be moved away from 

the dead-ball line.  Either team may move such a boule. 

117)  A dead boule that has come back on to live ground should be removed as soon as it is safe to do so.  Either team 

may remove such a boule.  

118)  If a live ball hits or is hit by a dead boule on or near the terrain, the live ball is considered to have hit a feature of the 

terrain.    

119)  # THE CONSENSUS RULE 

120)  The above rules may be changed, waived, supplemented, or over-ridden by agreement of the teams. 
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About the Petanque Libre Project 
 

The rules of petanque promulgated by the Fédération Internationale de Pétanque et Jeu Provençal (FIPJP) are designed for 

FIPJP-sanctioned competitions supervised by FIPJP-certified umpires.  Most games of petanque, however, are played 

in the traditional way: outside of an organized competition, without an umpire.  For such games players need a set of 

rules that they can understand, interpret, and apply without recourse to an umpire.   

 

The goal of the Petanque Libre project is to develop such a set of rules.  The rules of Petanque Libre are not meant for 

use in FIPJP-sanctioned competitions: only the FIPJP can set the rules of play for its own competitions.  The rules of 

Petanque Libre are an alternate set of rules for petanque, designed specifically for use outside of formal competitions, 

in games without umpires. 

 

The canonical version of the rules of Petanque Libre is this English-language version.  The Creative Commons license 

governing this document allows translation into other languages; there is no need to request permission to prepare a 

translation.  The Petanque Libre Project welcomes the translation of the rules into other languages and will be happy to 

work with you if you decide to prepare a translation. 

 

 

About the rules of Petanque Libre 
 

The written rules for the game of Petanque Libre are an attempt to codify what we (the Petanque Libre Project) 

consider to be the true, original form of petanque— traditional petanque.  In our view, FIPJP petanque is an adapted 

form of the traditional game: a form of the game modified for use under competition conditions.  In contrast with the 

FIPJP rules, the rules of Petanque Libre are designed for use in petanque games played in the traditional way: 

outside of an organized competition, without an umpire.    

 

The broad outlines of the rules of Petanque Libre are the same as the rules of FIPJP petanque.  One of the goals of the 

Petanque Libre Project, however, is to improve on the FIPJP rules by providing clear and practical guidance for issues 

that never arise in competitions among advanced players, but that frequently appear in games among less-

experienced players.   That goal requires many detailed difference, at all levels, between the rules of Petanque Libre 

and FIPJP petanque. 

 

The most significant difference is that the rules of Petanque Libre assume three things that the FIPJP rules do not, 

and cannot.  First, the rules of Petanque Libre assume that all players are trying to behave in compliance with the 

rules; nobody is trying to cheat and violations of the rules are accidental.  Second, the rules of Petanque Libre assume 

that the teams are on friendly terms and wish to cooperate in making a game that runs smoothly, fairly, and 

enjoyably for all of the players.  Third, the rules of Petanque Libre assume that when a problematic situation arises 

the two teams can come to a solution that is reasonable and agreeable to both.  These are assumptions that the FIPJP 

rules cannot make, but that are realistic for the conditions under which petanque is traditionally played.  

 

This difference in assumptions can be seen most clearly in the difference between the ways that the two sets of rules 

handle illegal events.  An illegal event is a kind of event that is not possible within the rules of the game, but that is 

physically possible and actually occurs in real life.  (Compare this to accidentally upsetting a chessboard.  Upsetting the 

board is not a legal move in chess, but sometimes it actually happens.)  Examples of illegal events include: a player 

accidentally picks up a boule or the circle too soon; a player accidentally kicks a ball or stops a moving ball; a player 

accidentally moves a ball while measuring; a boule is shot out-of-bounds and then rebounds back onto the terrain and 

moves other balls.   There are so many ways that an illegal event can occur, and the circumstances surrounding illegal 

events can be so varied, that it is impossible to write cut-and-dried rules that can handle all types of illegal events, and to 

do so in a fair way. 
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The best way of dealing with an illegal event is of course to undo it— to hop into a time machine, travel back to the 

instant before it occurred, and to prevent it from occurring.  Petanque Libre assumes that something close to that is in 

fact possible.  A key feature of Petanque Libre is the idea that the two teams can "undo" an illegal event by agreeing 

to restore the game objects to their original (i.e. pre-illegal event) locations.   One might be tempted to say 

"approximately to restore" because exactly restoring a game object isn't possible.   But the difference between 

"exactly" and "approximately" isn't a useful one, and Petanque Libre doesn't use it.  Petanque Libre holds that if a ball 

can be put back in a location that is acceptable to both teams, that is good enough for the purposes of the game.  It is 

possible, of course, for an illegal event to cause damage too extensive to be undone.   So a short summary of 

Petanque Libre's rules for undoing illegal events is:  If it can be undone, undo it.  If it can't be undone, there's nothing to be 

done.  Leave everything where it is and carry on with the game.  Any set of rules for a game in which illegal events are 

possible must find a balance between providing too much and not enough guidance to players; between too much 

and not enough flexibility.   Petanque Libre takes its second assumption seriously and gives teams a lot of flexibility 

in creating a game that runs smoothly, fairly, and enjoyably for all of the players. 

 

At this point, it is natural to raise the question: "But what if the two teams CAN'T agree?"  Our answer is that the two 

teams always can and will be able to reach an agreement.  In the absence of an umpire, there is no alternative short of 

abandoning the game.  And because the rules of Petanque Libre are designed for friendly games, it is reasonable to 

assume that nobody will simply walk away from a game.  The two teams will always be able to reach some kind of 

agreement. 

 

One final note about another difference:  the FIPJP rules are obsessed with marks on the ground because the FIPJP 

rules require umpires to make decisions based only on the marks that the umpires can see on the ground.  Without 

umpires, Petanque Libre has no need to obsess over marks on the ground, and such marks hardly appear in the rules 

of Petanque Libre.   If there are marks on the ground indicating the original location of an illegally-moved ball, the 

teams will of course consider them when making a decision.  But such marks are not required for the teams to restore 

a ball. 

 

 

Adapting Petanque Libre for use in umpired competitions 
 

In theory, it should be easy to adapt the rules of Petanque Libre for use in umpired competitions, if one wanted to do such 

a thing.  One could simply replace the Consensus Rule with a rule specifying that when the two teams cannot agree, an 

umpire will be called in to render a decision.   Along with umpires, of course, comes the whole apparatus of the penalty 

system: colored cards, warnings, disqualified boules, etc.  Ideally that apparatus would be described in some kind of 

document.  The competition-level rules would specify the use of that document in addition to the rules of Petanque Libre. 
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Notes on the rules of Petanque Libre 

PL      = the rules of Petanque Libre  FAQ  = an issue about which questions are frequently asked 

FIPJP = the FIPJP rules NB    = Note a difference from the FIPJP rules 

 

1)  Quotation marks indicate the introduction or definition of a technical term. 

2)  The OVERVIEW section is meant to provide a broad overview of the basics of the game.  Other sections may 

describe exceptions to some of the general statements in the OVERVIEW section. 

3)  The word "accidentally" is used for rhetorical purposes only.  In practice, PL makes no distinction between 

accidental and non-accidental actions. 

4)  Examples of undoing an illegal event include: picking up an illegally-thrown boule and returning it to its owner as 

if it had never been played, putting illegally-moved balls back in their original locations, putting a ball whose 

motion was interfered with in approximately the location where it would have gone if it had not been interfered 

with. 

5)  Examples of a foreign object coming onto the terrain include: the wind blows a leaf or leaves or trash onto the 

terrain; a player drops a handkerchief onto the terrain; a football rolls onto the terrain; a tree branch falls onto 

the ground. If such an object interferes with the visibility of the jack, it must be removed. 

6)  Either team may remove a dead boule from the terrain.  However, if the dead boule belongs to the opposing 

team and it is near the dead-ball line, a wise team will obtain the other team's agreement before removing it. 

7)  The Consensus Rule provides for the use of local or club rules. 

8)  Some French terms: "undecided point" = "point nul";   "a scoreless mene" = "une mène nulle"; "dead ground" = "terrain 

interdit"; "live ground" = "terrain authorisé "; "dead-ball line" = "ligne de perte"; "lane" = "cadre". 

9)  FAQ: the "Pushed Jack" question is answered. 

10)  FAQ: the "Forgotten Boule" question is answered. 

11)  FAQ: The question: "A boule hits a stone which hits and displaces the jack.  Should the jack be put back?" is 

implicitly answered: "No."  A stone, as part of the terrain, is a game object, so the jack was moved legally. 

12)  FAQ: PL handles "The Floating Jack Question" by (a) specifying that a jack is dead if it has no fixed location, 

and (b) allowing the teams to specify new areas of dead ground (such as puddles) between menes. 

13)  NB:  PL avoids problems with zombie boules (boules that go out-of-bounds and then rebound back onto the 

terrain) by considering a zombie boule to be part of the terrain until it is removed from the terrain.   This means that 

a zombie boule may be left on the terrain indefinitely but (unlike the FIPJP rules) it can never come back to life. 

14)  NB:  FIPJP: "visible from the circle" = "visible to the umpire".   PL: "visible from the circle" = "visible to all players", a 

definition that is fairer to wheelchair-based players and can be used in games without umpires. 

15)  NB:  On the grounds that the visibility rule exists to insure that no player must throw toward a jack that he cannot 

see, PL's answer to the question "If the last boule knocks the jack out of sight, is the jack dead?" is: "No."  In a 

situation in which no player needs to throw a boule, questions about the visibility of the jack are irrelevant. 

16)  NB:  FIPJP: if one team picks up a thrown jack that the other team believes was valid, the jack is given to the 

offended team which then positions it on the terrain.  PL: the jack is restored to its original location and challenged. 

17)  NB:  FIPJP: a zombie boule can come back to life if the opposing team throws another boule while it is still on the 

terrain.  PL: a zombie boule stays dead for the remainder of the mene.   
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18)  NB:  Starting with the 2016 revision, FIPJP allows a team only one attempt to throw the jack.  PL allows the team the 

traditional three attempts to throw the jack before turning the jack over to the other team. 

19)  NB:  PL has a cleaner separation between the basic rules of the game and the additional rules required for play on a 

marked terrain. 

20)  NB:  PL contains no special rules for time-limited games or age-bracketed tournaments, and no rules about the 

shape or size of marked terrains.  Such rules are competition-specific and do not belong in the rules of the game 

itself. 

21)  NB:  PL gives teams the option of verbally accepting the validity of a thrown jack.   

22)  NB:  FIPJP uses the word "obstacle" but never defines it.  PL does not use the term "obstacle".  Instead, it defines and 

uses two specific terms— "throwing obstacle" and "pointing obstacle".   

 

The rule about pointing obstacles is designed to insure that there is at least one meter of clear space around the 

thrown jack, so that it is possible for a player to point a boule anywhere within a meter of the jack.  A pointing 

obstacle is something (like a wall or a building on the terrain) that limits the open space around the thrown jack.  

The dead-ball line is in effect a pointing obstacle, which is why the thrown jack must be at least a meter from any 

dead-ball line (see FIPJP Article 7).   Tree roots are not generally considered pointing obstacles.   
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Revision History 
Changes in version 2 (2017-10-10) 

1. In the section listing the death-conditions for the jack, the bolded clause was added to condition (2). "The jack is not 

visible from the circle and there is at least one unplayed boule."   The sentence "After all boules have been thrown, 

the visibility of the jack cannot be challenged," was added to the section on the visibility of the jack.  These changes 

correct accidental omissions in v1. 

2. There is a correction to the rule governing the placement of the circle.   The corrected text now reads "However, if the 

jack was dead or located outside of the home terrain at the end of the previous mene, the circle is placed on the home 

terrain as close as possible to the last location where the jack was alive in the previous mene." 

3. The following new text has been added to the section about deciding which team plays next. 

"A team that has the opportunity to challenge the point, but does not challenge it and lets the opposing team play the 

next boule, is considered to have agreed that the opposing team should throw the next boule.   

If a team throws a boule without giving the opposing team a chance to challenge the point, and the teams later 

discover that it (the offending team) should not have thrown the next boule, the boule is considered to have been 

thrown contrary to the rules." 

4. A new paragraph has been added: "If a team throws a boule "contrary to the rules", the offended team has the choice 

of [a] leaving the illegally-thrown boule where it is, [b] declaring the illegally-thrown boule to be dead, or [c] agreeing 

to undo the illegal event." 

5. A boule thrown from the wrong circle is now considered to have been thrown contrary to the rules.  This brings PL in 

line with traditional rules about throwing from the wrong circle. 

6. Many stylistic improvements.   Section headings were removed or shortened.  Paragraphs were combined.   

Automatic sequential renumbering means that the numbering of the paragraphs has changed. 

7. Version 2.1 made a few minor stylistic improvements, and corrected one incorrect cross-reference. 

8. The number of paragraphs in this version is: 118. 

 

 

Changes in version 3 (2018-01-01) 

1. A definition of "pointing obstacle" was added to Paragraph 29.  Paragraph 57 was modified to specify that a thrown 

jack must be at least 1 meter from a pointing obstacle.   A note about pointing obstacles was added to the notes. This 

change brings PL into closer conformity with FIPJP.  

2. Paragraph 109 was added. "In a game played on a terrain that has no marked boundaries but is surrounded by a 

physical barrier designed to prevent balls from leaving the terrain (e.g. wooden boards or concrete curbs), a ball that 

hits the physical barrier is dead."  This explicitly enunciates a commonly-used local rule. 

3. A definition of "active circle" was added to Paragraph 16.     

4. A new section title, BOULES THROWN CONTRARY TO THE RULES, was inserted, and the section title ILLEGAL 

EVENTS was moved down by three paragraphs.  The paragraphs in the BOULES THROWN CONTRARY TO RULES 

section were re-ordered. 

5. A number of improvements in terminology and presentation were made.  Paragraphs 18 and 19 exchanged places.  

Paragraph 76, which defines "challenge the point", was moved up to become Paragraph 70, so that it is located before 

other uses of the expression.  Paragraph 39 ("If a live ball hits or is hit by a dead boule on or near the terrain, the live 

ball is considered to have hit a feature of the terrain") was moved to the end of the ADDITIONAL RULES FOR 

MARKED TERRAINS section. 

6. The number of paragraphs in this version is: 120. 


