Blazin Hog BBQ Judging Guidelines

 This paper will go through the rules with you. It will go through the process of what judging is all about.

 Categories to be judged.

 There will be three (3) basic categories in our classification for judging. The categories are Pork ribs, Tri Tip and Chicken.

Pork ribs

 Pork ribs. They can either be spare ribs or loin back ribs, referred to as baby back ribs. But they must be pork ribs. No Country style ribs are allowed.

Chicken

 We specify chicken only, not poultry. There are other categories of poultry, but the Blazin Hog competition is for chicken only. (Cornish game hens are allowed) The chicken can be turned in either as a half chicken, a whole chicken, cut up, white meat or dark meat - whatever the cook so desires, along as there are six (6) identifiable pieces.

Tri Tips

Tri tip roast or steak, also called a Santa Maria Tri tip, or triangle roast is the 1 ½  to 2 ½ pounds of meat that sits at the bottom of the sirloin. It is a lean piece of meat and tends to dry out. It is difficult for the judges to determine, if that piece of meat is dried out.

If you have ever had the chance to see the competitors bring their tray in for judging, you will notice they have the tray wrapped with a towel or some kind of cloth to keep the heat and moisture in there, because there is nothing worse than tasting a piece of dry meat. 

Judging

If an entry should come in that you’re not sure about, call the Table Captain over and ask the Table Captain for an opinion. The Table Captain will make the decision. If he, or she cannot make the decision on a particular entry, they will get a hold of the head judge, for a decision. It is acceptable if the Table Captain sees an entry come in, and it isn’t right, or perhaps there is something in there that shouldn’t be in there, to make the decision, at that time, and tell you how to judge it.

 Table Captains are the head judges at your particular table. They run that table. If they see that you’re talking, or motioning or giving some sort of an expression to another judge, while you’re judging a particular entry, they will call you on it, because we want your opinion and your opinion only.

Pitfalls of Judging

Knowing barbecue is usually knowing your taste but not knowing how to judge everybody’s food. What is important is that you are here for fairness for all the contestants.

1) Many folks say, "I’ve judged. I know what barbecue is.” Well, those are usually the judges who give trouble to the cooks, because they didn’t realize what was in that tray and how to judge it.

2) Eating too much is the number one pitfall of judging.

3) Six identifiable pieces

We require that the cook put into the container a minimum of six identifiable pieces of meat. This is something to keep track of, because this is part of the judging procedure.  This doesn’t mean that four pieces can be underneath something and two showing on top, or vice versa. You must be able to visualize a minimum of six (6) pieces. More than six is OK.

4) Not paying attention to the tray

You look at it and say, “Gee, that looks good. I’ll give that a score of so-and-so”. Thinking that only your way of scoring is proper. Does that tray have identifying marks, illegal lettuce, garnish, large chunky sauce, etc. which would cause automatic deductions to the score.

Scoring

The scoring system is from 9 (Excellent), 5 (Average), to 2 (Bad). All numbers between two and nine may be used to score an entry. A score of one (1) represents a disqualification and requires approval by a Contest Rep. A score of (0) means you had no sample to judge.

Appearance

 When you look at a container, the first thing you are going to do is judge it for appearance. The Table Captain is going to bring a certain number of contestants containers to the table. You may only have a couple, but may have as many as six.

 The Table Captain will open one container at a time, allow you to look at it for appearance, and then you mark your score down They close the lid. Then they open the next container. This continues until the last container has been judged for appearance. We want your honest opinion, the way you see it, remembering the rules as to what is or is not allowed in the container.

No changing scores. You cannot change your score by erasing. Even though you have erasers, you do not erase.

 On your scorecard, if you had to change your score, because you marked it down in the wrong column, you would draw a line through it. And then again, if you were unsettled on the score and wrote down the wrong score in the correct column, you can immediately line out the score and enter the new score. Note: you can only change the score up. You cannot score down.

 We want you to be accurate when you score, so do not hesitate to put that score in there the way you feel it should be.

Scoring appearance

 When it comes to the table and they open that container and you look at it, remember that this is a meat contest. You are judging the meat. You as a judge cannot touch that meat to turn it, to look at it, or even smell it, until it gets on your judging plate at the next step of judging. Did you see six pieces when scoring appearance? There must be a minimum of six visible pieces.

If that meat looks so appetizing and looks so mouth-watering that you cannot wait to get into it, that would be a nine. But if it looks like it was just thrown into the container in no special order, arranged very sloppily, you would probably say they don’t care how they presented it, and would judge down accordingly. If there is no care taken, then presentation didn’t mean much to the competitor. So it is in the eye of the beholder, as far as presentation is concerned 

Lettuce and garnish

 Another part about presentation is, we use and allow only leaves, leaves of green leaf lettuce. “Leafy lettuce” or “green leaf lettuce”, as it is so called at the grocery store. But if they want to use head lettuce, there is nothing wrong with that, because it is in the lettuce family. They can use “Boston Bib” which is a small head lettuce. No kale, no cabbage, no red tipped lettuce and so forth.

 The only other item we allow in the container besides green leaf lettuce, is that they can use curly leaf parsley. No flat leaf parsley. Only curly leaf. No Cilantro.

Illegal lettuce or garnish

When a container is opened, if it has anything in it other than the allowed items, the entry is disqualified and is given a (1) one in appearance. It could be red-tipped lettuce. It could be toothpicks, or foil, or stuffing of some sort  (which are not allowed). Any of these items would give the competitor a score of (1) one. 

Sauce

If the meat is served with sauce on it, the competitor wants you to judge it with sauce on it. They may brush the entire piece of meat or glaze the rib with sauce. But as long as you can taste the meat, that’s all that matters.

If there is so much sauce on that meat that you cannot taste the meat, you only taste the sauce, how should you score the entry? You are going to judge down to whatever you feel it should be. This is a meat contest, not a sauce contest.

Pooling sauce (appearance)

Contestants have taken a stalk of green leaf lettuce, cut it off at the base leaving a little core down there. They would hollow it out, because containers were not allowed, and they would pour a sauce in hollowed out portion, and place it in with the meat thinking they’d get by with it. That’s puddling with cups of sauce in it. Puddling with cups of sauce is not allowed.

Sample (Identifiable Marking)

Sometimes an entry is marked. It has been known for some cooks to mark trays (or containers) when they know they have some friends of theirs judging. They hope that their tray gets to that particular table. If you see a bunch of fingerprints in or on that container, or you see an X marked somewhere in the container with a fingernail, or if you see a little corner, maybe tampered or broken off, check with the Table Captain.

Maybe they have a design on the meat with their sauce. If there is a design in the presentation, that’s real evident, make sure you check with your Table Captain. Some contestants are known to design a certain way in presenting their meat. Some will roll up their tri tip pieces and put parsley in it to make little flowers. That’s not allowed because that can be interpreted as a mark. Yes, it could be an innocent attempt by a cook, but to the judges, the design could signify that somebody is trying to say something to someone, because the majority of cooks don’t do it that way. Remember, we are not trying to stop the cook from being artistic; after all it’s the unusual things that stand out. 

So if you’re in doubt, when it comes to presenting that particular item for scoring, talk to your Table Captain. It may take a little clarification and or a little studying of that particular piece of meat to get it judged correctly.

Rib appearance

The ribs may be on their side, or the ribs may lie flat, or come in any combination of the two. Nothing is wrong with any one of those presentations.

When you see pink, I’m sure most of you here realize that it’s "smoked meat". It is done. It is not raw. You’d be surprised how many people say, “I know barbecue,” and then judge the entry down because they saw a pink rib.

Chicken appearance

 Chicken is where you will most likely run into a problem finding six identifiable pieces in the container.

Contestants may take half a chicken, lay it in the container, lift up the skin, cut the breast portion only into six pieces, lay the skin back over it, put it into the container, because it looks nice as a half a chicken.

 Judges cannot touch that meat to turn it, to look at it, or even smell it, until it gets on your judging plate. 

Question:

If the competition cut the breast into six pieces and put the skin back over it: what would you score it as, on appearance?  

One (1). Absolutely. Because there must be six identifiable pieces in that container.

 Competitors may present any combinations of chicken meat. They might put half a chicken breast in, or a whole chicken, or half of a whole chicken. Then they’ll take the other half the of chicken and cut it into six pieces. It maybe a thigh, a leg, a breast cut up, a wing, and so forth. That’s fine as long as you can visualize a minimum of 6 pieces. 

The characteristic of smoked chicken is to get redness and darkness around the bone. What if you see pink around chicken bones especially in the thigh and leg. When you look at it, it’s usually not too evident until you go to pick it up to taste it, and touch it. If the juice is running clear, and when you touch it, (it is not bloody,) that chicken is done

Judge what you taste - Taste what you prefer

There may be six (6) judges at a table, and there may be a chicken breast cut up into six pieces. There also may be two legs, a wing, and a couple of thighs.  The reason the competitor does this is to give the judge a choice. There are judges that just like dark meat, and there are judges that like white meat. So they’re giving you a choice. Take which piece you like. Judge what you taste.

No touching other judges samples 

When that tray comes to the table, and there are not six pieces of meat in that container, the judge sitting next to you cannot cut his piece and hand you a piece. If you do not get a sample piece of meat to taste (maybe a piece of meat was not cut completely through and when a another judge picked up their sample, two (2) pieces of meat were lifted out because they were stuck together), you must judge that entry with a score of zero (0) for taste and texture.

Judging tenderness

When tri-tips are turned in, it is usually sliced. And you’re judging it; you take a slice out of the container and lay it on your judging plate. How do you judge it, as far as tenderness is concerned? When you pick it up with both hands, pull on it very slightly, and if it comes apart easily without having to tug, without it crumbling in your hand, then that’s probably a pretty good piece of tri-tip. But if you have to stand there and tug on it and it snaps back at you, that’s pretty tough.

Thickness of slices

 The thinner the tri tip is sliced, the tougher it is. The thicker it is, usually it’s real tender. They want it to stay together until it gets into your hands. This is something you must determine when you taste it.

Now, how do you determine whether it is overcooked or not? Take a bite of tri tip. Does it crumble? Take the bite that is in your mouth and with your tongue  press the meat up against the back of your front teeth, or the roof of your mouth. If it dissolves, it’s overcooked. There’s no texture left to it.

Ribs

When judging ribs, take a rib and put it in your mouth and bite on it, the meat  should come off the bone very easily right where you bit. You should not have to tug. If the meat that comes off the bone just slides off, that is overcooked. It’s so tender; it just slides right off of it. There’s nothing to hold it. Use the same guideline for pork. If it’s properly cooked, it won’t dissolve or crumble. It will come apart. It’ll have texture to it. But it will be extremely tender.

Judging taste

Taste – I can’t tell you how to taste it. That’s individualized. What we want you to do is to be fair, when you taste. There are some cooks that cook sweet, extremely sweet. Some cook less sweet. Some cook spicy. Some cook right down the middle of the road. There are some that have a tendency to cook it a little too hot, which can be a disadvantage in a contest. Spiciness can irritate your tongue and your tasting palate, so the next item that comes in, you cannot really justify giving it a true taste. So most of the cooks stay away from that. 

Pork greasiness (taste)

 One of the things that you want to take into consideration when you’re judging pork is also the amount of grease that’s left in it. Good smoked pork is cooked very slowly, and the grease is rendered out of it. So it’s nice and moist.

Which entry to sample first

When the Table Captain says, “Okay, we’re going to take the food out of the container and place it on your judging plate.” You are going to place the sample on your judging plate. We want you to take that one-second, and look at it. You’re going to have five, or six samples on your plate Which sample you want to judge first is your choice. Usually, judges like to start at number one and go straight through. But there’s nothing that says that you can’t start with the last one first. If it looks more appetizing to you, and you want to do it, do it. Regardless of where you do start, taste that item for taste and tenderness, and mark it on the scorecard. Forget about it, and go to the next one.

Mark directly on scorecard, not a little piece of paper thinking “Well, I’m going to give this, I think, this, and I’m going to give this, I think, this. And wait till I’m finished, and then I’ll put them on the scorecard.” That’s comparing. If a Table Captain sees this, they correct it. If the judge doesn’t like it, the judge is removed. You are not to compare.

Water and crackers

“Can you use a palate clearer between samples?” Yes. Water, and crackers will be available for judges and so forth.

Smoking

No smoking - Smoking is not allowed. Not only does smoking change the smoker’s taste buds, the smell of tobacco on judge’s clothes may have effects on a non-smoking judges ability to appropriately smell the entry.

No alcohol or soda

No alcoholic beverages whatsoever in the judging area. It is preferred that you do not even have soft drinks, because of the sweetness that could change your taste in judging.

Cologne-Perfume

Judges are advised to refrain from wearing cologne, perfume, etc, as it can affect your and other judges sense of smell which will alter the "Taste" ability of the judge

Scorecard and judging plate 

The category will first be marked on each judging plate– Tri-tip, ribs, chicken, etc. Judges will then enter their table number, then their judge number on all judging plates and score cards and the sample number 1-6 before beginning. When the presentations begin, the team numbers (the order of presentation) are entered on the scorecards (1-6) and judging plates. 

Reason for table and judge numbers

 The reason that we assign judges numbers and table numbers is that, when the Table Captain collects the score cards, they look at them to make sure that they are properly done. Your number will indicate who you are, in case you did not fill  out the score card properly. If the Table Captain missed it, and the scorer/recorder gets the score card to put it in the computer, and all of a sudden the scorer notices there’s no score for taste, and it’s judge number 3 at Table 5. She’s going to call the appropriate Table Captain. The Table Captain is going to go back to that table to investigate and or get a score..

If a table has only four or five entries you may not have a tray for number five or six, therefore you would fill in “0-0-0 for taste, tenderness and appearance. This is the only time you ever use a zero in our scoring system. A zero means you had nothing to judge.

Marking the scorecards

Remember, the first thing you’re always going to do is mark the category, the next thing you’re going to do is mark the table number, then the judge’s number, and then, as the table captain presents the competitors tray, you will mark in the tray number. 

Order of categories to be judged is normally chicken, ribs, and tri-tip. But it can vary.

Do not compare entries

 You must move on to the next sample regardless of your feelings for the sample that you just judged and scored. You could have given it all nines, but that does not mean that you cannot give nines to the next tray. Give that tray, or that meat sample, the score that you feel it deserves, do not compare. Do not worry about what score you gave to the previous sample, because that has no bearing on the next sample what so ever. You know, “when I get that first tray, it looks great, but I don’t want to give that a 9 the first time, because the next one come in might be a 9. Maybe I’ll give this one an eight.” That is wrong. If you think it’s a nine, then give it a nine. Don’t worry about the next one. The next one may be 4’s and 5’s, instead of another 9. So whatever it deserves is what we want you to give it.

Keep scorecards clean

They’re not napkins. So when you’re judging, make sure that the scorecards are kept clear of your fingers. They have napkins for you. The table captains will get them for you. Clean your fingers before you mark on the score card.

Start with 9 – Do not insult the cooks

 Contestants have been given some 2’s, 3’s and  4’s. Remember, everything starts as a 9. The only time you use a “1” is on disqualification.  A zero (0) means you had no sample to score. No insulting scores please. So when that tray comes into you, before it’s ever opened, it’s a 9. Remember that. It’s up to you to determine where it goes from there. 

 I’d like to point out that when you’re scoring, a 9 your highest. “1” is a disqualification and a “0” represents no entry to judge. Anything below a 7 on the scorecard usually means that cook doesn’t stand a chance of winning. If you really don’t want to insult the cook, and you feel that it was so-so, don’t bring the score down so darn low that it’s an insult to them. The cook is going to lose anyway with a 6 or a 5, sometimes even with a 7. That doesn’t mean you have to give everybody 8’s and everybody 9’s. We want you to be honest, but don't punish.

Remember, at most contests, the score sheets, by each judge, is passed out to the competitors. We print them out of the computer, so the cooks can see how the judges judged each entry.

 But before you give it a two ( 2), I would think about giving it a five (5). By giving it 5’s or 6’s, the cook can look at it and say, “Maybe it was appearance. Well, gee, I’d better spruce up my appearance", or they could look at it and say, “Well gee, that’s not so bad. I just need to do a little more work."

Know the reason for each deduction

 The thought is, when you’re judging, why not just keep it in your mind that you may meet that team somehow. You may be asked to explain to that team why you judged it the way you did. So it’s just a little thought you can put in your mind to help you judge. So that, if you had to confront that team, you’d say, “I gave you an 8. Why did I give you an 8 instead of a 9?”

Miscellaneous

Couples do not sit together. No husband and wives, no girl friends, boyfriends, etc sitting together.

Judges Code of Conduct

This is the code of conduct that we expect you to follow throughout the judging process.

I do solemnly swear to objectively and subjectively evaluate each barbeque meat that is presented to my eyes, my nose and my palate. 

I will judge each entry on its own merits... starting as if each entry was a 9.

I will remain silent and maintain a neutral body language while I, and others at my table are judging. Only after all judging ballots are completed and given to the table captain will I discuss the entries just judged if I, or others choose to do so.

 I will be true to my own taste and will not attempt to impose my personal taste or preferences on other judges.

 I will treat table captains, other judges, contest officials, contestants, officials and the general public with respect. 

I will not consume alcohol or other mind-altering substances prior to or during judging.

